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ABSTRACT 
 
Teaching has a primary focus on engagement with students, but paradoxically, it can 
be experienced as lonely, private work, in classrooms behind closed doors, with an 
accompanying sense of deep disconnection from peers. When six experienced 
teachers sought to counteract this isolation, they formed a group which embarked on 
a shared journey of reflection and conversation, with the purpose of increasing self-
knowledge, clarifying a sense of self as teacher, extending understanding of the self-
hood of other teachers, and exposing the deeper sources of meaning underlying the 
vocation of teacher. 
 
This study sought to describe the information, opinions and beliefs which were 
exchanged among participants within the group and to describe the dynamics within 
the group. Furthermore, it sought to identify and describe the self-perceived impact of 
the experience of such a group, on the vocational vitality of each of the participants.  
 
Within an interpretivist epistemology a qualitative phenomenological research 
approach was adopted for the study. Data were obtained from two sources, consisting 
of transcripts of conversations from the meetings of a collaborative reflective group 
and from semi-structured individual interviews with group participants. These were 
analysed using an inductive approach with the aid of qualitative data analysis 
software: Atlas ti®. 
 
Findings from the study show that a high level of trust and a sense of safety were 
created through the use of guiding principles for meetings. Content chosen for 
reflective conversations and the general experience of meetings was perceived as 
providing a rare opportunity for participants to discover their selfhood as teachers. 
They reported that this understanding was further broadened by exposure to the 
selfhood of other teachers. Furthermore, members of the talk group reported that 
participation had resulted in a lowering of their sense of professional isolation and a 
renewal of vitality in their teaching.  
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It is hoped that the findings from the study will inform an understanding of the 
experience of dialogue in a reflective, peer group where teachers focus on exploring 
together “who they are” as teachers. It provides valuable insights of the personal and 
professional transformations which can take place for teachers participating in 
conversations which focus on their inner landscape. Furthermore, the study has the 
potential to inform South African teacher professional development programmes with 
approaches which focus on teacher vocational renewal and vitality. 
KEYWORDS: 
Teacher vitality, teacher development programmes, teacher talk, teacher peer groups, 
reflective group interaction, reflective practice 
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CHAPTER 1  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Despite attending numerous professional teacher development programmes on 
pedagogies and improved teaching skills, the search for reducing isolation and also 
finding sources of deeper meaning for my vocation of teaching, always remained 
relatively unfulfilled. What I believe I was seeking, was what Palmer describes as 
“professional development that attends to the inner dimensions of a teacher's Iife” 
(Palmer, 1998, p. 32). In his book, Courage to Teach, Palmer suggests that in order to 
grow in this inner aspect of oneself, there are two primary sources to which teachers 
can go, one being our own “inner ground from which good teaching comes”, and the 
second being the “community of fellow teachers from whom we can learn more about 
ourselves and our craft” (Palmer, 1998, p. 141) 
Although teaching is social in nature, with high levels of interaction occurring in the work 
on a daily basis, it can also be experienced as lonely work. Intrator (2002) uses a 
metaphor to describe how teacher colleagues in the workplace can be seen to resemble 
commuters waiting in a train station. Each person is heading in a shared direction but is 
standing alone, ensconced in his or her own private space, and focused on his/her own 
reading and thinking. This corresponds to some educational campuses where teachers 
spend their days working in close proximity to other teachers, but without meaningful 
interactions with them regarding their work. 
This study describes the way in which I sought to address both a felt need to find 
professional development which could give access to deeper sources of mission in my 
teaching, and to address the feelings of isolation which I experienced as a teacher.   
Furthermore, the manner in which my personal search impacted on a group of teaching 
colleagues will also be described and explored.  In this chapter the details of my 
personal search which gave rise to this study will be explained and the aim and 
objectives of the study will be outlined. 
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1.1 Background to the study 
During my 20 years of teaching within various disciplines and in different contexts 
including high school, adult basic education and in higher education, I have often 
experienced a sense of loneliness and isolation. This sense of loneliness was 
accompanied with a deep longing to connect to peers with whom I could form a 
meaningful dialogue about my teaching and develop a deeper understanding of myself 
as a teacher. I was continually seeking others who might want to embark on a shared 
journey of reflection with the purpose of increasing self-knowledge, clarifying a sense of 
self as teacher and extending understandings of the self-hood of other teachers. I 
realised that I was not alone in this, as authors such as  Intrator (2002) describe how 
teaching can be wearying work, “it’s pretty lonely and tough”(p 4). He also notes that 
teachers themselves frequently manifest habits of privatism which are rooted in an 
“individualistic culture” which exists in some schools and university campuses.  
I came to realise that the search to move out of my experience of isolation was linked to 
an underlying curiosity within me, regarding the deeper sources of meaning 
underpinning teaching as vocation. Furthermore, I sought to narrow the gap between 
what Thompson (2009, p. 8) describes as “who I am”, compared to “what I do”.  I 
wanted to know more about this and sensed intuitively, that this might be of value, not 
only for myself, but also for others with whom I was teaching in the same institution. 
Thus, a colleague and I began to explore a journey of formative, peer observation 
(Burton & Klitsie, 2007) in which we began to visit one another’s classes and thereafter 
dialogue on what we had observed. 
We found that we both gleaned valuable insights regarding our teaching from this 
experience and in addition, began to recognise how this started to address a mutual 
sense of isolation.  It was this positive outcome which led to continued efforts to widen 
this experience by inviting others to join us and create diversity by including the voices 
of others.  We also searched literature for some structure which could guide such 
dialogue which focused on teaching.  It was hoped that structuring the dialogue, would 
assist in making our conversations more valuable to ourselves as teachers, and also 
have benefits for our students.  
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When I first encountered the writings of Parker Palmer, there was a real resonance 
within me of the potential which such groups held and I sensed that this was perhaps 
what I had been seeking. Within his organization – the Centre for Courage and Renewal 
– a Circles of Trust® approach uses poetry, stories, solitude and reflection within a 
facilitated group experience. This provides the opportunity for teachers to seek renewed 
meaning and vitality through reflection on the their life and work (Centre for Courage 
and Renewal, 2011). On contacting the Centre it became clear that their work did not 
extend to Africa. This led to an understanding that any experience of dialogue of this 
nature with teaching peers, would have to arise from my own initiative.  
With the aim of pursuing an authentic experience of participation in a group of the 
nature of a Circle of Trust® I began to actively engage in conversations with other 
teachers and colleagues about the possibilities of forming a group. The positive 
responses to this idea which I received in these conversations led me to inviting others 
to form such a group. In June 2011 six experienced teachers at the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University formed a group and began meeting fortnightly. Each member of 
the group had between eighteen and thirty-five years of experience in teaching, allowing 
them to be termed “experienced teachers”. Although authors indicate that there are 
multiple meanings for the term “experienced teacher”, for the purpose of this study the 
meaning of the term is taken from a definition provided by Rodriguez and McKay (2010) 
“experienced teachers [are] those who have taught for many years, are able to motivate 
students, hold their attention, know how to manage their classroom effectively, and can 
change course in the middle of a [class] to take advantage of unforeseen opportunities 
to enhance student learning”.  
The group’s primary purpose was to explore through conversation, deep listening and 
reflection “who we are” as teachers. Together we sought a lived experience of 
participation in a group with this focus and of the nature of a Circle of Trust®. It became 
clear that to learn such a phenomenon (as opposed to learning about it), takes much 
longer and requires a lived experience, which differs from the pursuit of knowledge and  
discussion about such groups (Rodgers, 2003). 
The scope of such teacher conversations is described by Nollet (2009) as: “personal 
and professional, thinking and feeling, joy and frustration, isolation and community, 
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theory and practice, teaching and learning, success and failure” (p. 15). Although no 
group member had been trained as a Circle of Trust® facilitator, it emerged at our first 
meeting that some members of the group had received other training in facilitation. It 
was also discovered that all participants of the group had previously read some writings 
of Parker Palmer and, all members shared an interest in exploring what Palmer (1998) 
calls: “the inner sources” of their teaching (p.3). It also became apparent that all 
participants were already familiar with work of Circles of Trust® and, knew of the 
guiding principles of this approach. Thus meetings were from the outset able to be 
loosely modelled on these guiding principles called Touchstones. 
After six months of regular meetings, experiencing multiple enjoyable and meaningful, 
deep conversations, the members of the group including myself, began to recognise 
that this was impacting on our understanding of self as teacher and impacting positively 
on our passion for teaching. It was after this realisation that the group agreed that the 
dynamics of the group and the value of our dialogue should be more fully explored, 
described and disseminated through a formal research study. Thus, with the 
encouragement and full support of the group, the aim of this study became to describe 
the dynamics of the group and each members perceptions of the experience of 
participation in the group. 
1.2 Problem statement 
There are numerous types of activities and programmes available to teachers who seek 
development of their teaching and themselves as teachers. Professional development 
activities related to the role of the teacher range from: courses and workshops with a 
focus on subject content; various pedagogies; integration of modern technology in 
teaching and other education-related topics. Teachers often choose to attend education 
conferences at which educational researchers’ present education-related research for 
discussion. Teachers may choose to read professional literature such as journals, in 
order to update and develop themselves (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2009). In some educational institutions there are opportunities for peer 
observation which involve teachers visiting the classrooms of other teachers. 
Professional development 
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 which attends to more personal aspects of the teacher, can be found through 
mentoring opportunities by more senior or experienced teachers. Some teachers, when 
seeking renewal, find professional coaching by specialists helpful.  
However, there are some teachers who seek a deeper experience of professional 
development focused on the person in the profession, more specifically “who they are”, 
as teachers. Intrator and Kunzman (2006) suggest that this is often sought in dialogue 
with other teachers. This study will focus on dialogue of this nature, which occurred 
when a group of experienced university teachers sought renewal by examining, in a 
shared manner, their perceptions of themselves as teachers and their teaching 
experiences. Furthermore, they explored dimensions of their selfhood and integrity 
related to their professional role.  
Evidence suggests that teachers, similar to other professionals, such as counsellors, 
social workers, health professionals and clergy, struggle to maintain the psychic and 
emotional energy essential for their work (Noordhoff, 2012, p. 2). Intrator and Kunzman 
(2006, p. 18) explain that the source of a teacher’s capacity for inspired teaching comes 
from a set of “ineffable, hard-to-codify qualities that often become characterized as 
heart, passion or connectedness” and that “these intricate qualities emerge from the 
inner or core landscape of a teacher’s life”. Furthermore, they describe how professional 
development of the genre, which is devoted to nourishing this inner life of a teacher, 
influences these qualities, and can impact on a teacher’s “vocational vitality”. Intrator 
and Kunzman (2006, p. 16) describe vocational vitality as, “the capacity to remain vital, 
present and deeply connected”.  
The potential benefits and feasibility of integrating aspects of the “content and condition 
of their selfhood” into teacher programs has been described by Noordhoff (2012) as 
necessary to building a “sustainable life” in teaching.  She also highlights that teachers 
need to find congruence between their selfhood and their professional role. 
Furthermore, she describes the role of vitality when she relates that teachers need to be 
“invigorated to struggle on behalf of their students under challenging conditions and in 
times of pressured accountability”. She contends that teachers need to develop 
“autonomy and authenticity while interacting with experienced practitioners” (p. 54). 
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Similarly Korthagen and Vasalos (2008, p. 39) relate that the development of 
congruence in teachers is a “new direction” in the pedagogy of teacher education. They 
developed and implemented a model which sought to address the gap between theory 
and practice. In their model of reflective practice they describe the “alternation” between 
action and reflection. The model includes various phases of reflective awareness, 
creating alternative models of action, trial, action and further reflection. The aim of this 
program is for teachers to find a way to direct their own professional growth through the 
use of structured reflection as a means of integrating theory and lived experience. Thus, 
in this manner, they develop their own “personal practical theory” (p.40). Korthagen 
(2004, p. 45) relates that a heavy emphasis on learning the “tricks of teaching” in 
teacher development programmes, can be counterproductive to life-long professional 
learning. 
The focus of professional development aimed at teacher renewal which requires 
reflection on how one perceives paradoxical experiences, is extensively written about by 
Parker Palmer. Palmer (1998, p. 8), describes professional development through 
collaborative, reflective peer groups which involve deep, thoughtful inquiry into aspects 
of a teacher's inner and outer landscapes. He suggests that “good teaching cannot be 
reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and integrity of the 
teacher” such that "we teach who we are”. This is a central theme and the rationale for 
promoting teachers' self-knowledge since “good teaching emerges from within” (Palmer, 
1998, p. 10). Furthermore, Palmer concurs with Korthagen in emphasising the need for 
exploration of teaching which delves beyond techniques and pedagogical differences, 
and encourages teachers to dialogue about “who we are” as teachers. Through his 
detailed description of Circles of Trust®, Palmer describes a manner in which this kind 
of “talk”, resulting in teacher renewal, can be facilitated (Centre for Courage and 
Renewal, 2011; Palmer, 2004).  
As described in the background to the study, it was in the writing of Parker Palmer that I 
initially encountered this form of teacher development program, and which served as a 
basis for the formation of the group, which subsequently became the focus of this study. 
The principles and guidelines of Circles of Trust® were known to the six teacher 
participants in this study. Furthermore, Livsey and Palmer (1999)  in their companion 
guidelines for Courage to Teach, provide detailed pointers and suggestions for 
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conducting meetings, which were read and used by the group. The desire of the 
participants to record and disseminate their experiences of the group to a wider 
audience, gave rise to this study. Furthermore, the experience of the group, within a 
South African context, is fairly unique. It is therefore, hoped that dissemination of the 
outcomes of the study might inform the formation of other reflective practice groups of 
this nature. Formalising the experience of the group into a research study has 
demanded a deepening of my knowledge and understanding of the dynamics of such 
reflective groups and, provided insights into the experience of participants. 
1.3 Research aim and objectives 
The primary aim of this study was to describe teachers’ perceptions of the experience 
of participation in a collaborative, reflective, peer group. The group was semi-structured, 
and used Circles of Trust® principles for guiding reflection on “who it is that teaches”. 
Thus, the objectives of this study were to identify and describe: 
 The group context in terms of both dynamics and content within which the 
personal stories, information, opinions and beliefs were exchanged among 
participants  
 Experience of the group as perceived by the participants 
 Changes in participants’ perceptions of themselves as teachers, as a 
consequence of group participation 
 Self-perceived changes in participants’ teaching practices which resulted from 
their participation in the group 
 Any other personal or professional changes which participants ascribe to their 
participation in the group 
 Changes in teacher vitality which participants ascribe to their participation in the 
group. 
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CHAPTER 2  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 Introduction  
In the first chapter I concluded that good teaching emerges from the person of the 
teacher. Furthermore, good teaching is related to knowledge of the core qualities of the 
selfhood of the teacher and requires that teachers must engage with this in order to fully 
live out their professional role. I will describe first the person of the teacher in terms of-
Palmer’s description of the “inner landscape” (of the teacher) and describe how 
Palmer’s construct is viewed in a body of research literature that has accumulated over 
the last five decades within disciplines such as theology, psychology and education. 
This chapter commences with a consideration of common themes underpinning the 
construct of the “inner landscape”. The concepts of “true self”, “identity coupled with 
integrity”, and “authenticity” are then discussed. Finally, literature pertaining to 
engagement in vocational renewal which attends to the person of the teacher is 
reviewed. 
2.2 The inner landscape  
2.2.1 Introduction 
Based on the understanding that good teaching arises from the person of the teacher, 
“Palmer (1998) argues for greater attention to be given to the selfhood of teachers, 
which he terms the “inner landscape”. Furthermore, Palmer (1998) suggests that 
teaching arises from one's “inwardness”, and he asserts that "we teach who we are".  
Therefore, good teaching cannot be reduced to knowledge and technique but rather 
emerges from a strong self-knowledge, without which teachers cannot know their 
subjects or understand their students. As Palmer (1998) suggests, good teachers have 
one trait in common: “a strong sense of personal identity that infuses their work” and to 
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this he adds that good teaching is located in the teacher’s ability to form connections 
between student, subject and self (p. 14)  
When seeking the source of the term “inner landscape” as it relates to teaching, it 
becomes clear that in his early writings, Palmer (1993)  uses a definition of teaching 
which comes from the spiritual tradition of Abba Felix: “ to teach is to create a space in 
which obedience to truth is practiced” (p. 69). Following on from this, in later writings the 
construct “inner landscape” is used by Palmer when he refers to the place where 
teachers seek truth as the “heart”. This is truth related to the self, the other and the 
divine. He infers that, “only in the heart, searched and transformed, can new teaching 
find a grounding” (Palmer, 1993, p. 107). When the essence of good teaching is in the 
“heart” of the teacher, with the word “heart” taken from its oldest sense, then what is 
referred to is the place where “intellect and emotion and spirit and will converge in the 
human self”. 
Furthermore,  Palmer elaborates that a way to support all teachers, even experienced 
teachers lies in focusing on what he calls, “ the inner terrain”  of the teacher’s life (p. 5). 
He states that what teachers do in classrooms is closely aligned with the “who” of the 
teacher. He also uses the term “inner teacher” to refer to the source of guidance and 
strength for the “‘who” which helps people find their way through life’s complexities and 
challenges. 
Thus, the inner landscape encompasses what teachers believe, something which must 
be explored in an outward relationship with a community, and where they can be, “at 
home in our own souls” (p. 5). Furthermore, although Palmer does not give a definition 
of the inner landscape, he suggests that the “intellectual, emotional and spiritual human 
self “ must be interwoven into a wholeness when exploring “who it is that teaches” (p.4). 
There are a number of loosely arranged concepts centred around the term “inner 
landscape” including such terms as: identity; integrity; authenticity; self-concept; soul 
and true self. These concepts all appear in the literature related to the inner landscape 
of the teacher and the understanding of them is interrelated. However, they are seldom 
clearly defined. 
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This selfhood of teachers is described by Davidoff and Lazarus (1997) as the 
“inwardness” of a teacher (p. 65): what Intrator and Kunzman (2006, p. 24) term the 
“inner directives”.  Chickering (2006, p. 5) advocates the need for teachers to move 
from their inner worlds to their outer worlds, to create and examine their personal 
systems of self-concepts and beliefs, so as to understand the “mental models” which, 
“explain ourselves to ourselves”.  
Korthagen (2004) on the other hand uses the so called “Onion Model” to draw together, 
in a visualised form, the varied levels of personhood that can be influenced when trying 
to effect change in people; some of which relate to the concept of the inner landscape. 
 
Figure 2-1: The Onion Model 
 (Adapted from Korthagen, 2004) 
 
The outer levels (behaviour and environment) of Korthagen’s model are outwardly 
visible for observation and he notes that these are the factors most commonly focused 
on in teacher education. The competencies at the outer levels encompass integrated 
subject and pedagogical knowledge, and skills and attitudes which have the “potential 
for behaviour” (p. 80). It is the next three levels which are of relevance to the construct 
of the “inner landscape”. Citing several authors (Clark, 1986; Pajares,1992; Feiman-
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Nemser, 1983), Korthagen (2004) relates that since 1980, findings in cognitive 
psychology have stressed the significance that it is what teachers believe regarding 
teaching and learning which will account for their human behaviour. This leads to an 
emphasis on the need for teachers to become more aware of “personal practical 
knowledge” of themselves gathered in the form of images accumulated from earlier 
experiences, role models, needs, values, and feelings retained from their own days as 
learners (p.81). These become integrated into beliefs which people have of themselves 
and relate to the fifth level in the onion; how the person comes to see their professional 
identity.  
There has been pronounced interest in the humanistic-based approach to professional 
identity with a focus on questions such as, “who am I as a teacher?”, and “what kind of 
teacher do I want to be?”, relating to the person of the teacher. There is a major field of 
research and literature related to the theme of teacher’s professional identity and how 
this relates to the core idea of ‘self- concept’. Korthagen (2004) describes the traditional 
definition of professional identity as, “an organised summary of information, rooted in 
observable facts concerning oneself, which includes such aspects of traits of character, 
values, social roles, interests, physical characteristics and personal history”(p. 83). 
However, he suggests that, in the Onion Model,  identity takes on; “the form of a 
Gestalt: an unconscious body of needs, images, feelings, values, role models previous 
experiences and behavioural tendencies which together create a sense of identity”. 
Furthermore, it is significant that Korthagen suggests that this Gestalt is something 
which teachers need help in becoming aware of. 
The sixth level of the Onion Model is referred to in literature as the spirituality level 
which Korthagen (2004) refers to as the “level of mission” and he cites several authors 
who describe this as “what is deep inside us and stirs us to what we do” (p. 85). 
There is an interconnection between the levels of belief, identity and mission of the 
Onion Model and the concepts of identity, integrity, authenticity, selfhood, soul and true 
self as part of the inner landscape of the teacher. This will be explained more fully when 
they are expanded on in greater detail in the next section. 
During the past four decades, there has  been increased global interest in the theme of 
“the person in the profession” (Korthagen, 2004, p. 79). Thus, the focus on the “who” as 
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the personhood of the teacher is also evident in the following quotation from Hamachek 
(1999); “consciously, we teach what we know; and unconsciously, we teach who we 
are” (p. 209). Intrator and Kunzman (2006) highlight findings from American research 
which indicate that the success of students depends predominantly on the quality of 
teachers and, furthermore, state, ”teachers do not only make ‘a’ difference, but rather 
that teachers make ‘the’ difference” (italics from original) (p. 18). Similarly, Noordhoff 
(2012) explains that including a focus on “the person in the profession”, is valuable for 
teachers preparing for the profession, because when teachers understand the content 
and makeup of their own selfhood, they may better recognize their students’ selfhood 
(p. 54). 
An awareness of the full spectrum of emotional and motivational aspects is necessary 
in reflection on the personhood of the teacher. Intrator and Kunzman (2009, p. 5) give 
examples of how teachers use “touchy-feely” words, such as joy, passion, caring, heart, 
exuberance, energy, vitality, aliveness and spirit when reflecting on emotional 
experiences of satisfaction and wellbeing accompanying their work. In contrast to these 
positive emotions, citing Hargreaves, Intrator and Kunzman (2009, p. 6) mention that 
the “emotional geography” of teaching also includes “dark sentiments”, such as 
boredom, regret, frustration and jealousy.   
Furthermore, Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) suggest that insights from neurobiology 
are relevant to identifying the link between emotion and cognition because: 
… mere cognitive insights into one’s inner obstacles does in itself not 
always help much. We all know things that would be good to do or to 
refrain from, but that does not mean that we translate this insight into 
effective behaviour. For example the teacher who believes ‘I can never 
deal with this class’ needs more than a cognitive awareness of the 
limiting impact of this belief: she needs to really feel (physically) that 
through this belief, she makes herself weak and vulnerable, so that on 
this basis she can develop the will to reconnect with her strengths (at 
the layer of identity and mission) and deconstruct the belief (p. 11). 
Thus, Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) as teacher educators, sought insights from the 
movement of positive psychology to assist in finding a way to foster integration of the 
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separate layers of the Onion Model. Globally, different models of reflection have been 
continually refined in order to address the challenge of finding ways to “sustain, 
motivate and deepen a teacher’s understanding of true self”, as the source of “core 
qualities” such as selflessness, creativity, courage, and also spirituality (Korthagen 
2004 p .36). 
In this study the concepts of the inner landscape as: “true self”, “identity”, “integrity” and 
“authenticity” are described and discussed and considered in relation to how these can 
change over the period of a teacher’s life. 
2.2.2 True self 
When human beings are born they arrive with an essence which is unique and is there 
from their origin. People can live their lives without the awareness or knowledge of this 
essence. What is lost then in the years of the life of such a person is the loss of the 
opportunity to display this uniqueness in the world. Palmer (2004, p. 12) uses the term 
“true self” (which he ascribes to the spiritual author Thomas Merton), to describe this 
concept as the “birth-right gift” or “original giftedness” of a person. In addition, he 
suggests it points to that which is authentic and genuine for each teacher. Palmer 
(1998) goes on to describe how teachers who know their inner landscape, can relate to 
students in ways that are genuine for them rather than relying on a repertoire of skilled 
responses for classroom practice which are not truly part of themselves.  
Access to what is termed “the true self” as part of the inner landscape infers the 
spirituality of a deeper place inside, that does not alter, that was part of who we were 
when we came into the world. Palmer (2000) describes this as something which can be 
observed as being part of the human being from their first moments of life, as a “pearl of 
great price”, which is often observed first by members of one’s family from one’s earliest 
days in the world. He notes that for a young person, the description framed of them, 
would not be a “definitive picture” but, rather, a gathering of the “inclinations and 
proclivities”, the likes and dislikes manifested, which could help to clarify what could 
elude oneself in finding one’s selfhood. When seeking to uncover this for oneself, it is a 
quest for knowing that when we came into the world we arrived, “as this kind of person 
rather than that, or that, or that” (italics in original text). (Palmer, 2000, p. 17). Also, he 
explains that the concept of true self is based on a premise that human beings do not 
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arrive in the world as entirely malleable “raw material” to be shaped by impact of the 
path they will make through life, contrary to what secularism holds.  
However, in contrast to this is the need to accept that, as clay presses back against a 
potters hands when being moulded, so also is there need for recognition that humans 
cannot be made into “whatever image the world might want” for the person (Palmer, 
2000, p. 25). This implies that knowledge of the raw material of true self, as in 
realistically viewing one’s limitations, is also necessary, as these limitations can restrict 
noble aspirations. 
Nepo (2005, p. 11) explains that true self has its source in an “Original Presence” 
shared by all human beings, “larger than us”. He describes how it is necessary for a 
“dance of the spirit” to move through human beings in opening them to the “act of being 
who we truly are”, and is required for true wellbeing in human beings. Furthermore, he 
explains that given the chance, our true self will constantly speak to us as “a soul’s 
calling to keep dancing and listening to the Original Presence” (p. 11). The spirituality 
implied in the use of the words such as ‘spirit’, ‘soul’ and ‘Original Presence’, comes 
from the widely acknowledged claim that: “the closer you get to your true self, the closer 
you get to God” (Myss, 2007, p. xvii). Palmer (2004) explains, the term “soul” as a 
mystery within each person or as the “‘being’ within human being” (p. 34). 
Noordhoff (2012) maintains that the work of reconciling the inner life of a teacher as this 
relates to action in the world, is rewarding exploration in a significant arena for teachers 
and is what Palmer (2004, p. 13) calls the connection between “soul and role”. 
However, because many adults, in particular, carry negative experiences with religion 
and religious institutions, Noordhoff (2012) notes that in preparing teachers for the 
profession she chooses  rather to refer to “soul” as “self” (p. 55). She notes, however, 
how students preparing for a career in teaching manifest insightful understanding of this 
connection and she quotes a student as saying: 
… self is who you really are. . . . We have a role, but we approach it 
differently because of who we are ….when I first started the program, I 
didn’t always make that connection that I could be two different roles, 
but still be the same person. Now I realize that I can because I am in 
the role of being a teacher but I am also me. (p.55) 
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These words are a reference to the notion that for this student, the ‘self’ is more than 
the role and that the role does not define the self, which continually invites one to 
deeper discovery of true self and its relation to role. 
2.2.3 Identity and integrity 
Identity is crucial to understanding how teachers function and, in contrast to the true self 
which is discovered, it is viewed as something which is dynamic and can be learned. 
Many researchers make a clear distinction between personal identity and professional 
identity and inconsistencies between these are of particular interest to the teaching 
profession, and are related to the theme “we teach who we are”. Thus, the need for 
integrity as a form of consistency of identities is required for the teaching professional.  
Noordhoff (2012) views identity as something which is both “multifaceted and moving”. 
She sees the construction of this, as shaped in the tension of paradoxes, for example, 
in interactions with “people who have sustained me and people who have hurt me”(p. 
55). This notion contains the idea that facets of identity when constructed would 
include, “mysterious selfhood, such as one’s genetics and gifts and limits” (Noordhoff, 
2012, p. 54). Similarly Geijsels and Meijers (2005) understand identity to be the “ever-
changing configuration of interpretations that individuals attach to themselves as related 
to the activities they participate in” (p. 423). These authors focus on the potential which 
all human beings have of learning identity and argue that as a ‘moving’ construct, 
identity is continually learned, partially as a process of social construction, but also with 
individual sense-making involved. They explain that for the formation of professional 
identity, these two processes should best be closely related to each other. Further, they 
state that before learning about the identity can take place, both cognitive and 
emotional perspectives of the individual, must be known by the individual and have to 
be included. Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop (2004) also see identity as constantly being 
formed and for the teaching profession describe this formation as the “process of 
practical knowledge-building, characterised by an ongoing integration of what is 
individually and collectively seen as relevant to teaching” (p. 123). Thus the notion of 
integration points to the way teachers can strive towards a more elegant wholeness and 
coherence for their personhood in their role as teachers.  
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When Nepo (2005) describes integrity he quotes Rabbi Jonathon Omer-Man: “Integrity 
is the ability to listen to a place inside oneself that doesn’t change, even though the life 
that carries it may change”. This is done in a manner where that “meeting place” of 
outer life and our inwardness, is what comes to define our lives and gives us a form of 
strength for living in our outer world. This results in living and working with a 
“wakefulness” where we hold nothing of ourselves back (p. 9). These ideas resonate 
closely with the notion of “heightened awareness” described by Palmer (1998), an 
awareness of, “who it is?”, that teaches (p. 12). As opposed to identity which is learned, 
Palmer (1998, p. 13) suggests that “integrity” is discovered as the wholeness that 
individuals are able to find “within that nexus as its vectors form and reform the pattern” 
of their lives; a journey of becoming increasingly “real”, through the acknowledgement 
of: 
… the whole of who I am…In every class I teach, my ability to connect 
with my students and to connect them with the subject depends less 
on the method I use than on the degree to which I know and trust my 
own selfhood and am willing to make it available and vulnerable in the 
service of learning. (p. 13) 
Thus, Palmer (1998) claims that high quality, impactful teaching comes from a clarity of 
identity, coupled with integrity in a teacher. Intrator and Kunzman (2006) interpret 
Palmer’s notion of integrity as highlighting the pivotal alignment between identity and 
integrity as follows: 
Teachers who ignite learning and growth in students, ply their craft 
through myriad forms. The mode of pedagogy and technique matters 
less than the capacity to be fully present and engaged with students 
and subject. We act with integrity when the source of our actions, flows 
from our deepest beliefs and principles. When our actions align with 
what we care about, and emanate from the source of our moral 
commitments, we act with integrity. (p. 20) 
When seeking the essential elements of quality teaching in a spectrum of choices of 
methods, skills, or styles of presentation, Palmer (1998) contends that, “good teaching 
cannot be reduced to a technique: good teaching comes from the identity and integrity of 
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the teacher (italics in original)(p. 10). He elaborates on this understanding by describing 
identity as “an evolving nexus” where all the forces that constitute an individual’s life 
“converge in the mystery of self”. Like previous authors who were mentioned, he also 
suggests that “identity is a moving intersection of both inner and outer forces” that form 
an individual, “converging in the irreducible mystery of being human”(p. 13). Giddens, as 
cited in Sugrue (2005), concurs that identity has to be revisited routinely and requires 
reflexive activities. Identity is continually formed as the, “nexus between ontological 
security and existential anxiety” (p. 9). Furthermore, Sugrue (2005) summarises that 
identity, when described as dynamic, shows the potential for learning making it 
something pliable and able to be continuously reshaped but which is, “both robust and 
fragile”(p. 10).Further Sugrue (2005) notes that shaping identity entails a “creative, risk-
orientated leap of imagination”, from within oneself and for experienced teachers this 
requires that they begin to challenge slavish adherence to old, well grooved routines in 
their practices (p. 9). 
In a study which determined the impact of involvement of ten participants in a Circle of 
Trust®, Nollet (2009) reports that teachers who were empowered to honour their 
integrity and identity, grew inwardly where a trusting community offered opportunities 
for reflection with others in the profession and that they experienced both inner 
transformations and professional transformations. Thus, on the basis of enhanced self-
understanding of both their personal and professional identity teachers are able to 
choose more consciously and with a greater sense of wholeness which teaching 
behaviours to rely on as genuine for themselves. How this may have benefits for them 
with positive results related to greater self-awareness generating consistency and 
coherence is discussed in greater detail in Section 2.4.7. 
2.2.4 Authenticity 
In the previous sections it was explained that as part of the process of growing 
awareness and knowledge of the self, true self is “discovered” and identity is learned. 
Authenticity can be viewed as is closely related to integrity and it results, from work 
related to the self. Thus authenticity is a more process-centred notion within the inner 
landscape of the teacher arising from self-development and self-actualization which 
emerge from the search for how one’s individuality differs against various choices. 
 
 
 
 
18 
 
These differences can relate to the comparison within oneself of previously held notions 
of the self, or they can be contrasted with others in the profession. Reflection is also 
necessary on the difference between the known-self related to one’s role in the 
teaching profession, and with regard to the boundaries of the discipline taught. I will 
commence this section with a general overview of the concept of authenticity, and 
describe how it relates to the person of the teacher. Negative concepts and examples of 
inauthenticity and unauthenticity will also be discussed and finally this section will end 
with a description of the process of finding authenticity as associated with morality in 
teaching 
2.2.4.1  The concept of authenticity 
The process of finding one’s authenticity requires that one has a strong sense of 
oneself. Furthermore, it requires knowledge and awareness of what otherness exists, in 
order to be able to make contrasts which will finally yield greater authenticity. 
Tisdell (2003) describes authenticity as, “having a sense that one is operating from a 
sense of self that is defined by oneself in contrast to being defined by other people’s 
expectations” (p. 32). Similarly, Nepo (2005) relates, that authenticity is manifest when 
people live in ways which are “close to their experience”(p.41). He describes how a pre-
requisite for authenticity is that one would remain transparent to oneself until what, “we 
experience is what we feel”, all the while also guarding our inner selves, so that our 
spirits are aligned with the larger essence of the world (p.42). According to Connor and 
Killian (2005), authenticity requires that as human beings we begin by turning our 
individual consciousness to focus on “what is alive in us”, so that we are be able to 
beneficially participate in “life-serving analysis”, actions and conversations with others 
(p. 341). 
Authors such as Kreber, Klampfleitner, McCune, Bayne, and Knottenbelt (2007) 
suggest that authenticity is associated with: “a sense of empowerment, self-
actualization, and individuation, and as such, linked to larger questions of human 
existence and agency in the world” (p. 25). In a dual study of what university teachers 
understood by the notion of “authenticity”, and a review of literature on the meaning of 
“authenticity in teaching”, Kreber et al. (2007) found university teachers to be very 
awkward when asked to dialogue about this notion. It is of interest to note that they 
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found that many had not yet encountered the notion of authenticity, either in the 
literature they had read, or in discussions with colleagues, and they were uncertain 
whether and how authenticity related significantly to their work. The study found, for 
those teachers who were prepared to describe aspects of the notion of authenticity, the 
meaning encompassed being, “candid regarding their beliefs, values, and prejudices” 
(p. 20). From the summary of meanings gathered in a review of literature, Kreber et al. 
(2007, p. 25) identified multiple features of authenticity: it makes individuals more 
integrated, more fully human and more aware, it results in greater contentment within 
their personal and professional lives, it links their actions more clearly to a purpose, it 
leaves teachers feeling empowered and better able to engage in community with 
others. 
When the process of development of authenticity is viewed as part of the construction 
of the self, the possibility then exists for a person to take on an identity that is 
inauthentic, in that it is not his or her own. Citing (Tisdell, 2003), Kreber et al. (2007), 
explain that the “life-giving challenge”, is for persons to move toward a more truly 
“authentic identity” (p. 6). What is valuable for oneself and for the whole Palmer (1998) 
explains, is a truthfulness of authentic identity as, “selfhood and integrity” formed when 
people discern “what is integral to my selfhood, what fits and what does not… It means 
becoming more real by acknowledging  who I am and who I am not” (p. 13). 
It is further necessary to acknowledge that authenticity can also be associated with 
negative aspects of the self. Kreber et al. (2007) report that the link between 
authenticity and virtue is not always an automatic one, and warn that, “If there is such a 
thing as a true self of an individual, what reason is there to think that it must coincide 
with an underlying character [of virtues such] as of honour, considerateness and 
compassion?” However, despite being able to recall examples of  memories of people 
whom he considered were in a sense “authentically evil,” Chickering (2006) infers that 
there is an inherent contradiction in the coupling these two words as also suggested in 
the term unauthenticity.  
When considering the link between authenticity and teaching, the form of authenticity 
envisaged for teachers is clearly that on which a moral life is built, encompassing 
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qualities such as trustworthiness, kindness, caring, responsibility in a combination 
which has genuineness and realness. 
2.2.4.2 Authenticity and moral ideals in teaching 
For teachers there are many relevant aspects which need to be taken into account 
when searching for an essence of what is both a ‘good’ teacher and ‘good’ teaching. 
When teachers have the opportunity to examine the deeper implicit influence of the 
three levels of Korthgen’s Onion Model, levels of belief, identity and mission (see Figure 
2.1) in balance with the more explicit content of the three levels, environment, 
behaviour and competencies, they become able to form a more authentic core for 
themselves which is of personal and professional value.  
Kreber et al. (2007) report that teaching that originates from authenticity, is an under-
researched phenomenon in education nevertheless; it is recognised as being pivotal. 
Palmer (1998) argues that authenticity is at the core of all teaching. He states that all 
teachers need to engage authentically, even with regular course content. In addition 
Palmer notes that the challenge of cultural minorities in higher education is that there is 
little space for delivering content in a pluralism which allows for the telling of many 
stories called “the autobiographical connection” of teacher with content, not only the 
telling a ‘universal’ tale told through a particular discipline (Palmer, 1997, p. 3). It is 
necessary that in fostering authenticity in teachers, those teachers need to be candid 
regarding their own beliefs, values, and prejudices, thus engaging with the spirits and 
hearts of their own selves and their students, so that, ”what I believe, what I say, and 
what I do are consistent” (Chickering, 2006, p. 3). 
Cranton and Carusetta (2004) ask the following questions regarding authenticity in 
teaching:  
 How do teachers separate themselves from the norms of their department and 
institution and find their own unique style?  
 How do they learn about teaching from resources that tend to standardize 
practice?.  
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These questions emerged in a three year research project in which 22 members of 
faculty from a variety of disciplines were engaged in an adult learning project which 
sought to observe teaching practice, and investigate how adults develop and transform 
in “authenticity in teaching” (p. 6). Cranton and Carusetta (2004) concluded from the 
study that not only will the authentic teacher care about teaching, believe in the value of 
it, and want to work well with students, but that he/she will also encompass professional 
respect for students. For example, even when such teachers come up against a distinct 
dislike for a student, (which they note is bound to happen) caring, for the authentic 
teacher, will mean wanting to know why and what to do. This demands congruence 
between individual, authentic selfhood and the professionalism requirements 
underpinning ethical, moral decisions and actions. This introduces the notion that 
morality and professionalism are intrinsically woven into authenticity, particularly for the 
teaching profession. 
Authentic teachers, who sincerely and freely confront truths do not rely only on their 
own decisions or self-definition, but they do so mindful of a moral and ethical code of 
practice for credibility in the teaching profession, which Kreber et al. (2007) describe as“ 
horizons of significance”. In using this concept these authors cite Taylor (1991) who 
explained that such “horizons” would include aspects such as history, the demands of 
nature, our fellow human beings’ needs, the duties of citizenship, or the call of God, all 
deeply, significant matters and substantial for self and communities against which we 
find our authentic way of being in the world. Similarly Chickering (2006) argues that 
authenticity interacts interdependently with “our capacity to identify with something 
larger than our own self-interest” (p. 9). 
Thus Kreber et al. (2007) contend that “horizons of significance” lie at the root of ethical, 
moral authenticity in teaching, and note that these horizons receive insufficient attention 
in educational discussions on professional development for teachers. This factor, they 
explain, could be important when identifying reasons why some teachers are satisfied 
to work in an ‘unauthentic’ manner and use a self-determining freedom to be clearly 
uncaring to students. Troubled behaviours such as this, contradict authenticity and are 
not in the teachers own best interest, nor are they acceptable in trustworthy 
professionals or for the students who look to them for education. This could be seen as 
a “deviant form of authenticity”, a negative example of faking authenticity called 
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‘unauthentic’’‘, What is absent is what matters deeply in the teaching profession, and is 
related to the example of ‘authentic evil’ as a form of “complacency or everydayness” 
where anything is acceptable (Kreber et al., 2007, p. 14). This is clearly different to 
authenticity as a moral ideal which takes into account the known ‘horizons of 
significance’ for teaching as well as the interests of the learners. In teaching, authentic 
identity will always require negotiation of the tensions between genuine, self-definition 
and moral imperative. Caring in teaching is not rule-bound, but requires that  teachers 
creatively and actively seek out what matters as the particular “horizons of significance’’ 
in the choices they make when interacting with students. This also requires that they act 
professionally in revealing the ‘horizons of significance” for the content knowledge of 
their particular discipline. This requires care and attentiveness to these horizons as they 
select what matters for each discipline taught. Furthermore, these horizons also require 
that teachers consider how each subject matters, and how the subject being taught is 
applied in the real world and its social significance. Teachers who seek to align values 
and actions authentically and place themselves at the centre of the balance between 
what is desired for authentic teaching, but what is not yet a reality, are caught in the 
ethos of Ghandi, “Be the change you want”. 
A different form of contradiction, which is a further example of deviant authenticity exists 
where teachers could act in a way which is both inauthentic and unauthentic. If 
unauthentic actions in teaching are those which lack what is in the best interests of 
students, then inauthentic actions those which emerge from inappropriate self-serving 
motivations which contradict the essence of the teaching vocation. The possibility of 
inauthentic, deviant authenticity which is damaging to students is high in caring 
professions such as teaching. This is because this profession has a large emotional 
dimension and is “inherently affect – and emotion-laden” (Dirkx, 2006, p. 28). Examples 
of inauthentic behaviours described by Kreber et al. (2007), are the excessive pursuit of 
compensations for teaching, such as higher salaries, high status, enjoyment of power 
and control over people, or to be in the profession because one has permanent tenure, 
with no threat of dismissal or retrenchment. Palmer (1998) relates a story of a teacher 
who admitted deliberately concealing that being a teacher was a role that she felt a 
deep abhorrence for, but in a harmful, inauthentic manner needed to continue in, so as 
to earn a living.  
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Similarly, at a tertiary level where tension exists in the budget of energies given to 
research or to teaching, examples of inauthenticity exist when lecturers give too much 
of their time, energy and focus to research and publishing, in order to earn status and 
recognition, to the detriment of quality teaching. Cavner (2011) relates examples of 
people who stay in the profession for its secure retirement benefits. 
These examples of inauthenticity and unauthenticity are not unexpected and Dirkx 
(2006) sum up the tension between many variegated elements in a quest for 
authenticity, as one which is : 
… often shrouded in thick mists of uncertainty and ambiguity, its path 
strewn with images, symbols, fantasies, metaphors and dreams, the 
living and the dead, the past and the future hopelessly intertwined in 
the present, with ‘what is essential invisible to the eye (Saint Exupery 
1943) … with the development of authenticity resting with our 
willingness to muck around in the dark, messy world of the 
unconscious. (Dirkx, 2006, p. 37) 
Thus, the potential for true authenticity in teaching, contrary to forms of deviant 
authenticity, can only be realised when teachers find their own unique heart and 
develop a conscious relationship with it, thus choosing to live and work accompanied by 
an awareness of the deeper inwardness of their humanity.  
2.2.5 Integration of the inner landscape with other aspects of the person 
There is need for a balance between an excessive focus on inwardness, on the “self” in 
what could be considered a narcissistic, counterproductive focus, at the expense of 
attention given to the “other”. Korthagen (2004) citing Lipka and Brinthaupt (1999 p 228) 
notes that supervision and structure is necessary for the inner component of the Onion 
Model to effect changed outer behaviours and competencies. He relates that this entails 
finding authenticity as, “effective personal behaviour” (p. 87). 
Palmer (2004) contends that a fuller understanding of the self as, “who we are”, will 
inevitably lead outward to, “whose we are”. This is based on the premise that 
knowledge of selfhood does not promote selfish inwardness, but animates people to 
reach out from positive traits in the individual self (p 37). He contends that the moralist 
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stream of culture is sceptical of paying attention to selfhood, as it is judged to be a 
selfish, narcissist activity. Palmer (2004) contends that apparent “self-centredness” of 
people could mask what is rather, an “empty-self problem”, of not knowing selfhood. He 
advocates that it is not selfish to, “name, claim and nurture true self” (p.38) but that it is 
a worthwhile goal with benefits for both teachers themselves and for those they 
educate.  
Similarly, Petersen and Seligman cited in Korthagen (2004) suggest that when people 
are relating to their strengths, in correlation with a feeling of “this is the real me”, there is 
an accompanied “show of feelings of excitement”(p. 86). The importance of these 
feelings, when displaying a strength has implications for change and renewal for 
teachers (p. 86). Williams and Power (2010) note that for teachers, professional 
reflection is not merely a “solitary practice but also a social endeavour” in which the 
knowledge produced has the possibility of empowering and enlightening teachers (p. 
116).  
The work of Korthagen (2004) draws heavily on the work of positive psychologists such 
as Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi who concentrate on the strengths of people, rather 
than their deficits.  In the past decade these authors have designed workshops on core 
reflection which aim to bring teachers’ core qualities to the fore in order to identify and 
use these in the life and work of teachers. Korthagen (2004) has identified character 
strengths as “psychological ingredients – process and mechanisms – that define 
virtues” and gives examples of virtues such as creativity, courage, kindness, 
compassion, spirituality and transcendence. Strengths are known as morally valued in 
their own right, even when they merely bring the individual a sense of fulfilment and 
subjective well-being (p. 86). 
Furthermore, Korthagen (2004, p. 86) contends that the deeper levels of the Onion 
Model are related to people’s “personal core qualities ” which come from inside at the 
level of identity and mission, as opposed to competencies acquired from outside, and 
gives examples of these core qualities such as trust, care, courage sensitivity, 
spontaneity, commitment and flexibility. Thus, core qualities which manifest as an 
integration of the whole person are summarized by Williams and Power (2010) as 
follows:  
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Core qualities may be constituted as blends or intersections of three 
elements: thinking (for example clarity, creativity, objectivity); feeling 
(openness, sensitivity, care, compassion); and wanting (strength, 
commitment, intention, initiative) (p. 119). 
Awareness of the choices amongst the core qualities contributes much to the personal 
and professional growth of people and can give a deep sense of resourcefulness when 
facing challenges in the work place. Thus, when individuals have the knowledge of such 
core qualities and are emotionally in touch with them, they need to be supported in 
taking steps toward actualization and using their qualities. Different reflective practices, 
as suggested by authors such as Korthagen, Palmer and Geijsels as a means to 
support fuller teacher fuller knowledge, awareness and utilization of their 
comprehensive personhood in their life and work (see Sections 2.4.3 – 2.4.6). 
2.2.6 Summary 
The composition of the inner landscape has many facets of which three have been 
discussed more fully. If “true self” is an innate, original giftedness with which we arrived 
in the world and can rely on throughout our lives, then in contrast identity is the 
meaning which we attach to ourselves. Identity is able to be learned, can thus shift and 
gives content and a framework for the self-concept. However, authenticity, in 
comparison to true self, identity and integrity, is the manner in which we relate in a 
genuine and coherent way to ourselves and to others. Authenticity depends on an 
understanding and intimate awareness of one’s true self and one’s shaped identity, and 
requires that one is in touch with one’s strengths as gifts and also one’s limitations. 
Palmer (2007) urges people to engage in the work of uncovering the inner landscape 
with the goal of finding their deepest calling. He explains that despite finding that the 
self may or may not conform to some image of who we thought we were or even ought 
to be, he maintains that: 
Growth in knowledge, understanding and awareness of the inner 
landscape, own authentic selfhood is vital for oneself and for those we 
hope to live with and to serve. As people grow, not only will one find 
the joy that every human being seeks, we will also find our path of 
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authentic service in the world, and act in ways that are life giving for us 
and all whose lives we touch. Whatever we do to care for the  true self, 
is in the long run, a gift to the world. (p.39)  
Thus when teachers come to act in ways which are congruent with their selfhood they 
will find a source of joy, and will be able to work out their calling as a vocational role 
from an empowered selfhood. 
2.3 Vocation 
2.3.1 Introduction 
In the previous section the understanding that knowledge of selfhood leads to 
awareness of strengths and virtues was discussed. Of particular significance for the 
teaching profession is the manner in which this may be of benefit if teachers are given 
assistance in actualizing their strengths and virtues.  
When teaching is referred to as a “calling” reference is made to the deeper essence in 
which virtues and core qualities are fundamentally relevant. It is due to this that 
teaching has often been referred to as a profession to which one is “called”. The origin 
of this association will be examined more fully in this section. This section will also 
explore what is required to keep the notion of “calling” alive in teachers throughout their 
careers. Finally, the section will explore what potential benefits the association of 
teaching with ‘calling’ might have for a sustained teaching career for experienced 
teachers. 
2.3.2 The concept of vocation 
The term vocation has its origin in the Latin word “vocare” meaning, “to call forth”. A 
sense of “vocare” or “calling” in a person can originate from two different sources: one 
of which is an external authority or voice. Noordhoff (2012) describes how the first type 
of calling implies that an individual could be summoned into service as a form of 
obligation to an external authority. The second source of calling originates from within 
oneself. When the source originates from within oneself (as existing within a person) it 
is coming from a sense of mission, what Korthagen (2004) describes as the deepest 
level of the Onion Model. This can be the experience of being “summoned to teach by 
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an inner conviction”(Intrator, 2002, p. 6). The second source of calling relies on deeper 
knowledge of selfhood in that it arises from within; from an urge to personal meaning 
and fulfilment which takes shape through involvement in a type of work that has, “social 
meaning and value” Korthagen (2004, p. 93) 
The dualistic, crossroad experience of a sense of “calling” in teaching, which can come 
from both within and without, is described by Ayers (2001)  as follows: 
People are called to teaching because they love children and youth, or 
because they love being with them, watching them open up and grow 
and become more able, more competent, more powerful in the world. 
They may love what happens to themselves when they are with 
children, the ways in which they become their best selves. Or they 
become teachers because they love the world or some piece of the 
world enough that they want to show that love to others. In either case, 
people teach as an act of construction and reconstruction and as a gift 
of oneself to others. I teach in the hope of making the world a better 
place. (p.8) 
Additional to this understanding of the source of vocation, Palmer (2000) quotes 
Frederick Buechner who speaks of vocation as, "the place where your deep gladness 
meets the world's deep need" (p. 25).  Here vocation is seen rather as a meeting place 
of gladness in selfhood together with outward engagement in service. Notable is that 
the meaning given to calling as vocation in this interpretation, relies on a prerequisite 
knowledge and awareness of selfhood. 
Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) use insights from neurobiology regarding the link 
between thinking, feeling and action in order to explain more fully the association of 
thinking and feeling related to selfhood and the connection of these to actions of service 
in teaching: 
Mere cognitive insight into one’s inner obstacles does in itself does not 
always help much. We all know things that would be good to do or to 
refrain from, but that does not mean that we translate this insight into 
effective behaviour. For example, the teacher who believes ‘I can 
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never deal with this class’ needs more than a cognitive awareness of 
the limiting impact of this belief: she really needs to  feel (physically) 
that through this belief, she makes herself weak and vulnerable so that 
on this basis she can develop the will to reconnect with her strengths 
(at the layer of identity and mission) and deconstruct the belief. (p. 11) 
Thus, knowledge of self is the point of origin, but what conveys to the self a sense of 
gladness, fulfilment and wellbeing, is the experience of a “total encounter” (Noddings 
2003). Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) describe this experience as “presence” and 
suggest that it is the experience of “being yourself while teaching”. It is in this 
experience that the gap, between the professional and personal perspectives, is 
removed (p. 3).  
2.3.3 Vocation as calling 
Korthagen (2004) uses the term “personal calling” to describe “the level of mission” in a 
teacher which is at a spiritual or transpersonal level. He suggests that this is concerned 
with highly personal questions regarding “to what end” a teacher wants to do his or her 
work (p. 9). He goes on to describe that uncovering one’s mission entails: “becoming 
aware of one’s own existence within a larger whole, and the role we see for ourselves in 
relation to our fellow man”, or finding what is at the root of “my personal inspiration”.  
After noting that the word “inspiration” comes from the Latin word, “spiritual”, Korthagen 
(2004) relates that, “undesirable associations”, with the word ‘inspiration’ for the New 
Age movement brought about the term ‘level of mission’ (p. 9). However, what is clear 
is that enquiry at this level is focused on, “‘with which larger entity do I feel connected”? 
He says that the answers to such questions for teachers would likely be: 
… ideals, such as creating more acceptance of differences between 
people, creating feelings of self-worth in children, … deeply felt, 
personal values, that the person regards as inextricably bound up with 
his or her existence. (p. 9) 
These are matters of deep meaning and lofty ideals and evoke strong feelings for 
people such as teachers, who choose to engage with them in their professional life. 
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Intrator (2002) suggests that it is knowledge and awareness of selfhood which is at the 
root of the calling to teach and which imbues passion for the way the work can be done. 
He describes this as “heart” and uses the term in the following manner. 
Teachers choose teaching for reasons of the heart. They see their 
work as a form of public service that has vital social value. The 
wellspring of motivation and energy for many of our teachers is their 
belief that teaching is more than a job and more than merely doing 
routine work, that teaching is a vocation to which they were summoned 
because they have something worthy and important to contribute to the 
world. This earnest passion to make a difference, this zeal to 
contribute, this desire to share the richness of learning with students is 
what animates our teaching…We need teachers who care about kids, 
who care about what they teach, and who can connect with their 
students. On top of that, they need to have faith in the importance of 
their work. (Center for Courage and Renewal, 2012) 
Thus, there is an understanding that the source and nature of complex facets that 
underpin the sense of vocation for teachers lie within their inner landscape. 
Furthermore, Hochschild (2003) suggests that the embodiment of a sense of calling in 
teaching is related to the high emotional quotient of all the connections which this work 
requires. It is work where attainment of goals depends not on the specific methods 
adopted, but relies heavily on the display of a genuine human presence. In this 
connection teachers can create in each voice-to-voice, face-to-face, and heart-to-heart 
interface with their peers, their students, and also with  the content they teach.  
Thus, to honour the call of teaching in this manner is to fulfil what the dictionary 
description of “with heart” alludes to and asks that teachers inspire confidence, 
embolden, encourage and animate (MacMillan Dictionary, 2013). Teachers who bring 
their whole self into their profession and are able to make use of their core qualities are 
recognised as possessing a quality called  “vocational vitality” (Thompson, 2009, p. 9). 
The next sections will describe how teachers can manifest vitality in their profession. 
And because teaching is demanding work which, as can be expected, requires 
revitalization, the need for continual renewal of such vitality will be discussed. 
 
 
 
 
30 
 
2.3.4 Vocational vitality  
Teachers who draw on aspects of their inner landscape and who combine this with a 
deeply felt sense of vocation, as mentioned in the previous section, can bring to their 
work many facets which are grouped together under the term “vitality”. Intrator and 
Kunzman (2006) suggest that these sub-qualities of vocational vitality of teachers can 
be seen in teachers who are passionate, caring, present, zealous, inspired, influential 
and tone setting. Further, these authors define “vocational vitality” as the “capacity to be 
vital, present and deeply connected to students”. They see vocational vitality as the 
capacity of a teacher to be, “fully engrossed in the role, highly tuned in to multiple needs 
of learners and context, and purposeful in solving problems”. They also note that this 
vitality “changes in the face of vocational and life experiences and consequently needs 
nourishment”. They question what it is that will sustain this vitality and faith in teaching 
in the face of its demands (p.19).   
In a study of 21 participants, conducted both in the United States of America and 
Austria, Cavner (2011) sought to confirm the universality of elements of “teacher vitality” 
and defines these as “vigour, energy, passion and joy that teachers bring to their 
classrooms, students and their colleagues”. She also notes that in the same schools, 
during the study period, there were teachers who maintained their vitality, while others 
teachers lost their vitality to the extent of even wanting to leave the profession 
completely (p.1).  
When research on “high-vitality” teachers was conducted by Sedenberg and Clark 
(1990) 20 years ago, the analysis revealed that financial rewards were not highly prized 
by these teachers, although they did expect appropriate professional compensations. 
The teachers identified their motivation as coming from an inner driving force that they 
found difficult to describe. The self-descriptive terms that they did use to label the 
qualities they possessed included: ‘dedication’, ‘missionary zeal’, ‘obsession’, and 
‘workaholic’. It is notable that the last two terms, can be seen as coming from darker 
aspects of selfhood, and perhaps indicate a lack of opportunity to seek knowledge and 
awareness of their inner landscape. Sedenberg and Clark (1990) summarized that the 
most frequently recurring theme which high vitality teachers used to account for a 
predisposition to excel in teaching, was wanting to “play a significant and enriching role 
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in students’ lives by imparting knowledge, developing skills, increasing understanding, 
and helping resolve life-adjustment problems”. It was notable that these high-vitality 
teachers revealed that they had not lost sight of the importance of the value of human 
interaction in the teaching-learning process (Sedenberg & Clark, 1990, p. 8).  
Cavner (2011) notes that in order to have a sense of vitality for the magnitude of what 
their vocation asks teachers would need to “seek vitality as creative energy”. This 
search to replenish vocational vitality is described as a need to “reclaim inner power” 
(Kwo & Intrator, 2004, p. 292). Thus, there is a need to question what type of 
preparation is required for teachers who will enter a profession which requires such 
vitality. Additionally there is a parallel need to search for meaning by which vocational 
vitality can be sought, developed and renewed for experienced teachers in the 
profession. 
2.3.5 Vocational renewal 
The quest for finding ways to cultivate vitality and renewal in workers in all sectors has 
undergone much revision in the past decades. The work of Fromm (1976) within the 
humanistic psychology movement expressed the contrast between the “having” mode 
of existence compared to the “being” mode. In this contrast he notes how a person with 
a “having” stance in the world, devotes energy to the possession of material things, 
talents and skills. Because the ego of a person feels a sense of loss and 
impoverishment when these possessions show signs of diminishment, the person in the 
“having” mode renews their efforts to secure their possessions. However, a person 
whose stance is the “being” mode, which focuses on being fully alive to the context of 
each life experience as it occurs, is more capable of full awareness of the self and has 
the potential for a “process of self-renewal and self-increasing” (Fromm, 1976, p. 36). 
Thus, to enable people to experience renewal Fromm advocates the shift of stance 
towards the “being” mode. As mentioned in the previous section, teaching revitalization 
of the self would require the disposition of the “being” mode in order to find an 
awareness of the inner landscape.  
Changes in efforts to renew vitality successfully and develop business leaders who can 
inspire and enliven workers has also seen a shift in focus, away from mastery of skills, 
and rational technical competence, to facets of the “ human spirit” as encompassed in 
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“personal mastery” (Senge, 1992, p. 136). In his work with business leaders he notes 
that “the ability to focus on ultimate intrinsic desires, not only on secondary goals, is a 
cornerstone of personal mastery”.  
In line with these kind of shifts, Geijsels and Meijers (2005) suggest that education 
requires a different paradigm of learning in which the focus is no longer on teaching, but 
rather on the learning and development of students. They see that for teachers this 
means a fundamental change in their work: from “primarily teaching as the skilled 
imparting of information, to primarily coaching” (p. 428) where teachers are instrumental 
in motivating and scaffolding the development of lifelong learners.  
In her analysis of the concept of vocational vitality, Thompson (2009) examined 
changes in vocational vitality in the context of the link between vocation and renewal to 
see what particular contribution these make together:  
I have also put two concepts – vocation and renewal – under a 
magnifying glass to see what they might contribute to our 
understanding. By vocation, I mean the work we feel passionate 
about and uniquely equipped to do. I think of renewal as both a 
process (a movement through stages, seasons or cycles) and an 
outcome (a changed state.) Put together, vocational renewal 
describes the continuous process of connecting and reconnecting 
who we are with what we do. It is focused on the outcomes of 
greater maturity, vitality and effectiveness in our leadership. (p. 5) 
Vitality can be either “guarded” or, when reduced, it can be “revitalized” so that teachers 
can again find enjoyment in their work and replenish their vitality. This can be achieved 
by making personal choices such as, “staying refreshed, aligning convictions and 
actions, caring about students’ needs, serving colleagues, cooperating and showing 
deference, communicating with respect” Cavner (2011, p. 2). 
Thompson (2009) advocates that it is through reflective conversations with peers, which 
involve participants in shared storytelling, deep listening, asking honest questions, 
imagining alternatives to the status quo, and discerning a way forward, that a renewal of 
vocational vitality is found, with benefits for the participants themselves, their 
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organizations, and their causes.  Thompson (2009) describes this reflective practice as 
the: 
… active process of witnessing and examining our lived experience for 
the purpose of learning from our work and lives, … it draws our fears 
and hopes out of the shadows to confront cynicism and apathy, 
overcome isolation, build trust, and increase courage. In this way, it 
gets at the undercurrents of our work that can lift us up or drag us 
down. (p. 5) 
She also describes how the creation of a collegial, self-reflective, dedicated enquiry 
group serves to form a space for peer-led conversations about vocation, “for making 
meaning or sense of lived experience and placing it within the larger context” (p. 10). 
Within the safe space of such groups, teachers form relationships through talk with 
peers which can lead towards the renewal of mind, spirit and heart. Examples of such 
co-creative peer teacher formation groups are those described by Palmer as “Circles of 
Trust®” within the Courage to Teach programme (Jackson & Palmer, 2009, p. 6).  
Further, examples of vocational renewal for teachers as “identity learning” is advocated 
by Geijsels and Meijers (2005, p. 426), where, “additional platforms for dialogue are 
created that offer understanding of the professional learning of teachers in terms of 
constructive sense-making and meaning-giving” based on an intention of initiating and 
facilitating processes of learning and change. Such platforms of mutual growth are 
described by Fromm (1976) who suggests that when people who are in “being” mode 
meet, they become fully alive in their conversations. Their aliveness is infectious and 
this becomes a dialogue which exists not for the exchange of commodities such as 
knowledge and status but rather where “the duellists begin to dance together, and they 
part not with triumph or sorrow – which are equally sterile- but with joy” (Fromm, 1976, 
p. 29). Thus, conversations of this nature with teacher peers, which have as their 
essence a search for meaning and self-renewal have the potential to be of benefit for 
both teachers and their students. 
Korthagen (2004) contends that change and renewal sought at people’s deeper levels 
should be not be entered into from a deficit model. He suggests that when 
enhancement of “personal qualities” such as: courage, care, creativity, sensitivity, 
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spontaneity, commitment and trust, is sought, the point of origin should not be from 
what is lacking. He uses arguments from positive psychology to suggest beginning with 
a focus of “nurturing what is best” (p. 10) in seeking to develop positive character 
strengths and virtues. Citing Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, Korthagen (2000)( p. 7) 
points out that the quest for “what is the real me” can give the person a feeling of 
excitement which contributes to the potential for real learning when themes of 
“strengths” are linked to “what is practiced” (Korthagen, 2004, p. 86). He also contends 
that the essential elements of “what is a good teacher”, when this attends to “core 
qualities”, results in changes to “what is good teaching” (Korthagen, 2004, p. 87). 
Arising from the work of Korthagen, a group of researchers and teacher educators have 
been using “Core Reflection” in preparing teachers for the profession (Meijer, 
Korthagen, & Vasalos, 2008, p. 1). In this work the group has refined a specific method 
of reflection which gives “more balanced attention of thinking, feeling and wanting as 
sources of behaviour for teachers” which will be described in Section 2.4.3. 
It is work such as this which has given rise to various professional development 
programmes which aim at renewing and preserving vitality, with the purpose of effecting 
deep changes in teachers’ beliefs and sense of meaning. Recognising the need for 
renewing vitality, these programmes focus on the deeper levels of “calling” or in 
Korthagen’s Onion Model - the level of mission and identity. This represents a 
significant shift from teacher development programmes which focus on making 
adjustments to professional behaviour or on increasing competencies and content 
knowledge. Although there is a wide range of programmes available for development of 
teacher vitality, three of these will be discussed and compared in the next section.   
2.4 Need for professional development programmes focusing on the inner self 
2.4.1 Introduction 
The lowering of motivation, a loss of passion for teaching and a blurring of sense of 
purpose which were described in the previous section, were noted as creating the need 
for a revision of the sense of self of the teacher in order to support the role taken in their 
work. Shulman (1983), thirty years ago, contended that amongst the multiple 
dimensions of teaching and learning high value must remain focused on the person of 
the teacher:  
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The teacher must remain the key… Debates over educational policy 
are moot, if the primary agents of instruction are incapable of 
performing their functions well. No microcomputer will replace them, no 
scripted lesson will direct and control them, no voucher system will 
bypass them. (p. 508) 
Teaching moments in the classroom are often experienced as unpredictable and 
perplexing for those new to the profession but they can also leave experienced 
teachers confused (Davidoff & Lazarus, 1997). As a teacher-educator Noordhoff (2012, 
p. 54) notes that teachers preparing to enter the profession benefit when given the 
opportunity to face the “paradox of the person in profession”. When they are helped in 
learning to live creatively with ambiguity, and find a stance that is congruent with the 
inherent uncertainty of both continually ‘learning to teach’ and also being required to 
actually teach, they can begin to build a sustainable life in teaching. Further, Day (2007, 
p. 5) calls teaching a ”stressful occupation” and warns that the hope with which new 
teachers enter the profession, may be eroded if the need for the renewal of experienced 
teachers is not attended to. He describes how, when the sense of balance of teachers, 
between feeling, thinking and doing, is disturbed, teaching becomes distorted. 
Furthermore, without the freedom to challenge themselves as whole persons and 
remain connected to their inner life, experienced teachers, can become impoverished or 
choose to walk away from the profession 
Attempts to identify factors which might explain prevailing high attrition rates from all 
age sectors of teaching, have seen researchers explore contributing factors related to 
individual circumstances and institutional structures. Citing Tickle (1999), Korthagen 
(2004) notes that in policy formation and in practice, the identification and growth of 
personal qualities at the meeting point between aspects of one’s personal strengths and 
one’s professional life, between “personhood and teacherhood”, have had scant 
attention from educators and researchers (p. 93). Further, citing Stoddard (1991), he 
describes research aimed at searching for the qualities of personhood possessed by 
people who show greatness and make valuable contributors to their societies. This 
research into the lives of outstanding people noted the existence of the following 
qualities in these people: “a strong sense of self-worth, deep feelings of love and 
respect for all people and an insatiable hunger for truth and knowledge” (p. 93). Thus in 
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order for teachers to be able to make valuable contributions into student development 
they need to be given the opportunity to explore their true selves, come to knowledge 
and an acceptance of their qualities, and use them in their professional roles. 
Similarly, Intrator and Kunzman (2006) note that little attention has been focused on 
understanding the “qualities that promote vocational renewal and teacher vitality, and its 
impact on optimal and engaged teaching” (Intrator & Kunzman, 2006, p. 3). The same 
authors report that despite research findings warning of high attrition rates, American 
teacher professional development programmes have not sought other types of teacher 
renewal. These authors contend that development programmes have persisted with 
teacher professional development within a training genre. These programs train 
teachers to manifest useful, observable behaviours, build specified competencies for 
teachers in different methods of instruction, upgrade content knowledge in disciplines or 
acquire knowledge and skills for increased use of modern technology for teaching.  
Citing several authors, Korthagen (2004) notes that there has been a world-wide trend 
to list competencies required for good teaching and that “performance based or 
competency based” models seek to find concrete, observable teaching behaviours in 
which novice teachers were to be trained (2004, p. 78). Because emphasis was given 
to the training genre, with growth in competencies and skills, teacher development 
programmes which give prominence on the inner landscape of the teachers have as yet 
not received much attention. Intrator and Kunzman (2009) propose three reasons which 
could account for this reluctance. First, the inner landscape of teachers is considered to 
be a private domain, and becoming a tactful, caring and enthusiastic teacher is seen as 
emerging from personal disposition. This includes private virtue and moral commitment 
which are inherent in an individual and inaccessible to development, suggesting that if 
one does not possess these qualities, they cannot be acquired. Second, the implicitly 
inexact nature of programmes aimed at enhancing vocational vitality, which require 
dedication to the value of dialogue, reflection and collaboration, makes them easier to 
neglect in comparison with conversations aimed at the standardizing of pedagogy. A 
third explanation for shying away from a focus on the personhood of teacher in 
development programmes is the notion that training programmes in the training genre 
are of a shorter duration. They are also more attractive in the context of restricted 
funding budgets which require justifying spending on precise outcomes necessary for 
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managerial approval. Finally, programmes in the genre of personal development are of 
a deeper nature and will require both more time from teachers themselves, and more 
time away from school.  
In summary, Intrator and Kunzman (2006) contend that professional development 
programmes which focus on competencies for classroom management, those which 
bring rational technical knowledge of good teaching practices, and which ensure good 
pedagogical subject knowledge, “will be muted without explicit and concurrent focus on 
teachers’ vocational vitality and personal qualities”. 
Korthagen (2004), in referring to the Onion Model, concurs with Intrator and Kunzman 
that all levels are of importance to professional development for teachers and 
“educators must be capable of intervening at all levels” (p. 93). However, he contends 
strongly that attention must be given to core qualities: 
In particular, we feel it is important for teachers to learn how they can 
get (back) in touch with their core qualities, and how they can stimulate 
these qualities in their students. This will lead to a deeper involvement 
in the learning process among teachers as well as students. It is 
precisely this involvement that is in danger of being lost when a 
technical, instrumental approach to competence is employed. (p. 93)  
Thus, he also argues that there is the potential for greater wholeness for teachers who 
are given the opportunities and structures to explore their inner landscape. 
Furthermore, Geijsels and Meijers (2005) note that in the current post-modern society 
the role of teachers has shifted to an alternative paradigm in which the focus is no 
longer on teaching, but rather on the learning and development of students, and they 
view the new role of the teacher to be that of a coach. They warn that teachers can 
manifest insecurity around this shift as the goals and new practices required of them 
are unfamiliar for them and that “changes for teachers and school will require emphasis 
on sustained educational innovation as a social construction of new practices within the 
professional community” (p. 420). However, they also recognise that for teachers to 
adapt to the new role, learning will require a process of social construction which is 
closely related with individual sense-making. They concur with Intrator, Kunzman and 
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Korthagen in that the sense making of the “emotional side of change processes for 
teachers remains a ‘black box’”. 
These authors thus agree that too little attention has hitherto been given to the inner 
landscape of teachers in professional development, and they give reasons why this has 
been the case. However, they argue that the opportunity should now be taken to rectify 
this situation and teacher educators preparing teachers for the profession and 
professional development programmes for experienced teachers, should seek a more 
integrative perspective. In this case professionalism in teaching will see teachers seek 
to acquire competencies and knowledge they require for good teaching, and yet stay in 
touch with their own core qualities (Geijsels & Meijers, 2005; Intrator & Kunzman, 2006; 
Korthagen, 2004). 
The past two decades in South Arica have seen many changes in education policies 
and preparation of teachers for a profession in education have, as a result also 
undergone multiple shifts of focus. To alter and improve teacher knowledge, teaching 
practice, behaviour and attitudes remain challenging in South African education.De 
Clercq (2013) suggests that the post-apartheid period in South African education has 
been influenced by voices other than those of teachers. 
The social construction of teacher professionalism continues to be 
monopolised, albeit also contested, by education departments and 
unions with their conflicting agendas. Little attention was paid changing 
teacher mindset and behaviour to take responsibility for the quality of 
their teaching. (p.18) 
She further contends that in South Africa, little attention has been paid to professional 
learning communities which she describes as having potential to “promote collaborative 
teacher reflection on and learning from practices, and set higher standards of practice 
and ethics”. She further contends that these can only function if supported by outside 
experts with professional knowledge and understanding of context. Thus professional 
development which attends to the inner landscape of teachers, with its association with 
core qualities such as responsibility, caring, trustworthiness and creativity, is currently 
not readily offered to South African teachers.  
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The next section will describe the nature of professional development programmes 
which focus on the core qualities and personhood of teachers. 
2.4.2 Professional development programmes which support the deeper level 
of renewal and change in teachers 
Successful professional development programmes available for teachers differ in how 
they are presented. These programmes rely on: modelling, instruction, training or 
reflection or a combination of these. This choice of activity used in the development of 
teachers appears to be consistent with the focus of each type of programme. Instruction 
and training are used if a development programme seeks to answer how should we 
teach, what we should teach, or when a topic is best taught. On the other hand, 
reflection and modelling are best used when the focus moves to “who is it who is 
teaches”.  
These different interventions for professional development can be metaphorically 
likened to the difference between lighting a fire, and filling of a bucket (Brown, Ferrill, 
Hinton, & Shek, 2001). Lighting a fire is an action which sparks a sometimes 
unpredictable, inexact flame and energy. Metcalfe and Game (2006) define teacher 
vitality as the energy ignited between teachers and students. They stress the 
importance of the energy which teachers impart to students, and the possibility that this 
energy ignited in this relationship, can be replenished for teachers by themselves when 
this is depleted by work-environment factors. By comparison, filling of a bucket is a 
relative technical, measureable activity, and can be seen as related to providing 
teachers with greater content knowledge, interpersonal skills and new methods to 
present knowledge to learners. What is required is the creation of a balance of support 
for teachers, in their knowledge of content, talents, skills and scientific research of 
teaching methods. Thus, both humanistic and behaviouristic actions need to be part of 
the developmental process. 
Cranton and Carusetta (2004) relate how, when in-service teachers seek advice on 
teaching, they frequently turn to the standard resources of ‘how-to’ literature directed 
either at a general audience for their level of student, or to development within a 
specific discipline. Individual teachers find some assistance of this nature in workshops 
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or discipline-specific conferences on teaching. These authors highlight how such 
resources can be inadequate: 
These resources serve faculty well, but they have one common flaw: 
They most often provide principles, guidelines, strategies, and best 
practices without taking into consideration individual teachers’ 
personalities, preferences, values, and ways in which they are 
authentic. (p. 5)  
The shortcoming described in these types of enrichment for teachers is that they are 
often not coupled with forums in which teachers are able to  question critically what in 
particular is right for them. If provision was made for focused dialogue and interactions 
with fellow teachers, there could be deeper development of authenticity which could 
then enable teachers to relate with students in a more genuine way.  
Thompson (2009, p. 19),  explains that what is required for authentic and effective 
development of the person of the teacher is a “laying tools down” instead of “tooling up” 
with more tools such as knowledge and competencies. She advocates that time and 
space for reflection on their existing knowledge and experience through dialogue with 
peers is sought. Constructivism suggests that knowledge about teaching is able to be 
constructed, and because of the primarily communicative nature of teaching, it will 
readily be socially constructed in a community of practitioners and scholars. Thus, 
teachers will readily be able to “learn about teaching through experience, reflection on 
experience and dialogue with others” (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004, p. 6). 
Geijsels and Meijers (2005) describe the need for “strong learning environments” which 
allow for experiential learning and “at the same time provide a communicative structure 
that invites the learners to reflect on their experiences”. They further note that people 
are reluctant to reflect by themselves as this often evokes feelings of ambiguity and 
uncertainty. What is required is creative learning based on “warm communication that 
allows learners to express their feelings and emotions”. These authors refer to this as 
“identity learning: connecting personal and collective perspectives” and in the next 
section there will be further description of this learning environment and implementation 
of such programmes. 
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Further, citing research of Van Woerkom (2003), Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) note 
that critical reflection has been accepted as pivotal to job-related learning in many 
professions. However, they warn that reflection as it is often used in professional 
settings and in educational programs for professional development, does not always 
lead to optimal learning or the intended professional development. They contend that 
“more structured reflection is important in promoting deep learning and sound 
professional behaviour” which is called “Core Reflection” (p. 2). This type of reflection 
aims to support the development of a growth competence which is the ability to 
continue to develop professionally on the basis of internally directed learning. This 
model of reflection will also be discussed more fully in the next section. 
A third model of professional learning through reflection is one which uses 
conversations in a Circle of Trust® approach, which invites groups into a communal 
process based upon a set of principles and practices. The aim of these is to engage 
“our deepest questions in a way that welcomes our inwardness even as it connects us 
to the gifts and challenges of community and to the larger world” (Chadsey). 
In the next section, the three models mentioned in this section will be described more 
fully as examples of types of programmes which attend to deep levels of change in 
development. More comprehensive descriptions of the three models will highlight their 
aims and differences. 
2.4.3 The ALACT model and the Core Reflection model 
As far back as 1982, Korthagen, a teacher educator, began researching how reflection 
on classroom experiences was useful in preparing prospective teachers for the 
profession of teaching. His work was later refined and called the pedagogy of realistic 
teacher education and, together with Vasalos and other researchers, they have 
continually reconceptualised a model in order to enhance their teacher effectiveness by 
combining action and reflection. The aim of this is to lessen the gap between teachers 
competencies and knowledge and their understanding of themselves in practice 
(Korthagen & Vasalos, 2009). 
In an early model called the ALACT model Korthagen proposed that teacher educators 
and teachers follow a five stage, cyclical reflective model. This begins with (1) Action, 
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and is followed by; (2) Looking back on the action; (3) Awareness of essential aspects; 
(4) Creating alternative methods of action; and (5) Trial of new practices. This cycle is 
then repeated by returning to a new Action phase, and so on. 
 
Figure 2-2: The ALACT Model 
Adapted from Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) 
Theory is notably part of the process of reflection in the ALACT model and can be 
introduced by an educator/supervisor. Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) warn that in this 
model: “the choice of which theory as well as its translation into practice needs to be 
tailored to the specific needs and concerns of the practitioner and the situation under 
reflection” (p. 4).Thus, within the ALACT model student teachers are guided by 
supervisors who assist them in working through the steps of the model are given an 
understanding of the principles of the reflection process. The whole process culminates 
with the reflection process becoming owned by student practitioners themselves and 
enables them “to play an active role in future change processes in their work 
environment and thus promote their innovative capacity” (p. 4). 
The ALACT model was used internationally for many years and in many countries. It 
was again reconceptualised when it became evident that some essential issues related 
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to the use of reflection needed to be rectified. These relate to a tendency for the model 
to be used for “quick fixes which did not deal with inner obstacles to the actualization of 
personal qualities” (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2009, p. 1). Furthermore, in the ALACT 
model the focus was found to be on processing in a structured manner, teachers 
“thinking about their actions and experience, and not enough on how they were feeling 
about these experiences and their responses to them” (Williams & Power, 2010, p. 
117). 
Steps taken to overcome the weaknesses led to a further adaptation of the model and 
development of a new model called Core Reflection (see Section 2.4.3). Core reflection 
is based on the onion model (see Section 2.2.1) in which layers represent various 
depths of the qualities of a person, starting with the shallower levels of behaviours and 
competencies, followed by the deeper layers of beliefs, identity and mission. 
Furthermore, Core Reflection uses knowledge from positive psychology (see Section 
2.2.1) which is central to the professional development processes and which, in this 
revised mode includes the “possibility of second-order changes, i.e. changes in the 
underlying sources of behaviour” and to “assisting the practitioner to know what to 
reflect on” (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2009, p. 5). Thus, reflection moves its focus to core 
qualities (see Section 2.2.1) as those which allow for the strengths and virtues of the 
practitioner to come to the fore, rather than lingering on weaknesses. Furthermore, 
Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) contend that it is important to note that when comparing 
the ALACT and Core Reflection models the Core Reflection approach does not function 
well “if the person reflecting uses it as a purely mental exercise” and,  they stress that in 
each stage of Core Reflection, “thoughts, feelings and needs (or desires) have to be 
addressed, and brought into full awareness” (p. 8).  
There is another crucial step in Core Reflection which reveals a pivotal difference 
between this model and the prior model. Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) contend that a 
sense of “being-while-teaching” is taken as a crucial aspect of the process of becoming 
a teacher (p. 9). The aim of this is to “overcome the gap between the here-and-now and 
the past, and even the gap between the here-and-now and the future, as well as  at 
using our human capacity in reflection to realize our full potential in the here-and-now” 
(p. 9). Citing several authors such as Rodgers, Raider-Roth, Greene, Germer, Kabat-
Zinn, Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) describe concepts which form the basis of this 
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aspect of Core Reflection which requires: “an open mind, and open heart and an open 
will”, as “presence”, “mindfulness”, and “new way of being” (p. 11). This has led to a 
search for “professional presence” as the “state of being fully present while behaving 
professionally” (p. 12). 
The Core Reflection model relies on an adaptation of a new view of human 
development offered by Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, and Flowers (2004). The model 
uses their “Theory U” to account for how Core Reflection may be used for the step 
towards coming into one’s full potential within an experience.  
 
Figure 2-3: Core Reflection Model  
Adapted from Korthagen (2009) 
Korthagen (2009) explains the workings of the model and describes its adaptations 
fully. The horizontal arrow in the model represents the standard manner in which our 
thinking often tries to find solutions from the problems from old memories which we 
carry as the “downloading” of solutions from our brain (p. 9). However, these limit our 
potential to find fundamentally new different approaches as they hold us in our routine 
ways of responding to problems. Thus the past is always limiting our awareness of what 
might become real in an ideal way.  
Korthagen (2009) cites Senge et al. (2004) who contend that effective professional 
behaviour demands a deeper process and advocates that the practitioner who is 
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reflecting on solving the problem, suspends the tendency of trying to find a solution 
shown at the bottom of the U-turn in Figure 2. Here the practitioner arrives at a state of 
being called presence. Korthagen (2009) uses the definition of presence given by 
Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006): “Presence from the teacher’s point of view is the 
experience of bringing one’s whole self to full attention so as to perceive what is 
happening in the moment” (p. 9) 
Korthagen (2009) continues to explain that when the practitioner finds a “state of 
presence, that the connection with one’s core potentials in the here-and-now” becomes 
possible and “a creative process can surface bringing the person into a state of flow in 
which new possibilities are enacted” (p. 9) Thus, experiences or problems no longer 
have the limiting nature of the process of problem solving but rather a new way of being 
in relationship with them. This is now a way to relate to problems which allows for 
“actualizing one’s full potential in the here-and-now (p.10). 
Core Reflection, as envisaged by Korthagen (2009), is led by a teacher educator who 
prior to supervising a practitioner will themselves have been supervised in such 
reflection and also be familiar with the tenets of this. Williams and Power (2010) explain 
that the supervisor requires skill, empathy and self-awareness in order to create a 
trusting and supportive environment. Furthermore, they describe that the role of 
supervision requires a degree of confrontation in order to help participants: “become 
aware of the tension between the ideal situation and limiting factors” (p.119). 
According to Korthagen and Vasalos (2009, p. 12) the benefits fundamental to the 
process of supervision of Core Reflection are:  
1.  Promoting awareness of ideals and core qualities in the person related to 
the situation reflected on, as a means of strengthening awareness of the 
levels of identity and mission.  
2.  Identifying internal obstacles to acting out these ideals and core qualities 
(i.e. promoting awareness of a disharmony between the onion levels).  
3.  Promoting awareness of the cognitive, emotional and motivational 
aspects embedded in 1 and 2.  
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4.  Promoting a state of presence in which the person is fully aware 
(cognitively and emotionally) of the friction between 1 and 2, and the self-
created nature of the internal obstacles.  
5.  Trust in the process taking place from within the person.  
6. Support of acting out one’s inner potential within the situation under 
reflection.  
7.  Promoting autonomy in using Core Reflection.  
The supervision of Core Reflection has been termed facilitation and is a one-on-one 
experience between a practitioner and a person leading it.  Williams and Power (2010) 
describe how Core Reflection was used to build a professional relationship with a 
colleague in order to practice the skills of facilitation that are required of this type of 
reflection. 
Core reflection is therefore a form of reflection which focuses on the deeper levels of 
belief, identity and mission within a practitioner. It builds on positive psychology in order 
to reveal and develop individual core qualities. This is enabled through structured 
supervision of a practitioner by a trained facilitator. 
2.4.4 Identity learning for professionalization 
Another form of professional development which also addresses the “whole” person in 
the profession and relies on the elements of dialogue and reflection is called identity 
learning. Geijsels and Meijers (2005, p. 420) contend that teachers require a kind of 
learning which they call “identity learning of teachers” and describe a model of this 
which includes processes of meaning-giving and sense making. This occurs through an 
on-going creation of identity that makes use of “language concepts arranged into 
personality narratives” (Geijsels & Meijers, 2005, p. 423). This model of professional 
learning, by individual teachers and school leaders who choose this freely, is viewed as 
an effective source of change in education in contrast to control strategies. 
This model contends that it is possible to view the “formation of teachers’ professional 
identity “as a learning process. The model relies on the work of Beijaard et al. (2004) 
who suggest that identity formation is “a process of practical knowledge–building 
characterised by an on-going integration of what is individually and collectively relevant 
to teaching”.  
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In order to enable identity learning “platforms for dialogue” need to be formed with the 
purpose of creating spaces for “sense making and meaning giving” (Geijsels & Meijers, 
2005, p. 426). The two platforms include one, that creates social cognitive construction 
of new meaning and the other which enables individual emotional sense making of new 
experiences.  
 
Figure 2-4: Identity Learning Model  
Adapted from Geijsels and Meijers (2005) 
In this model “boundary experiences” are “ learning opportunities which contain new 
ideas and which have the potential impulse for learning” (Geijsels & Meijers, 2005, p. 
426). These are processed on two levels: firstly on an individual level when one has to 
make personal sense of the experience, and involves processing the emotions; 
secondly on a community, social level where dialogue with others is necessary in order 
to reach a mutual understanding and find shared values. On the personal, sense-
making level “life themes and professional histories of teachers need to be explicated” 
(p. 427). In this model these two levels are referred to as “double dialogue”. One is for 
“intellectual and facilitative guidance of teachers’ evaluative practices where standards 
of professional behaviour are discussed by teachers” (p. 427). The other allows for 
professional discussion of the emotional aspect of teaching and uses dialogue of a 
slower pace than conventional conversations, similar to conversations of sense-making 
in a trusting environment. This type of platform for dialogue could be available to 
teachers when counselling or career guidance is sought. 
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Thus, identity learning is a type of professional development which envisages 
assistance for teachers to access personal sense-making through one-on-one 
conversation with counsellors who allow space and time for emotions in a professional, 
but not therapeutic sense. This is coupled with an alternative platform for “collective 
meaning-making” between peers, akin to formation for professionalism (p. 428). 
Geijsels and Meijers (2005) contend that the creation of the latter type of platform for 
collaborative peer dialogue is the responsibility of the teaching profession but is not 
addressed sufficiently (p. 428).  
In the absence of such platforms for dialogue teachers often experience a sense of 
isolation. The source of this isolation and the need to address it will be discussed in the 
next section 
2.4.5 Need to address teachers’ felt isolation 
A paradox integral to the nature of the work of teaching, is captured by Intrator (2002) 
when he states, “We ply our craft in densely crowded rooms, but teaching can be 
psychologically lonely for teachers”. He provides an example of this in the narrative of a 
history teacher: 
I love it [teaching]. It's stimulating. It's rewarding. But teaching as a 
whole is very, very, very lonely. …There's rarely an adult that really 
understands what you're doing. Other teachers rarely come into my 
classroom, and I don't have time to go to theirs. We're too busy. In 
other jobs, people see what you do, and they understand. But in 
teaching, you can have everybody do really well on a test [and] nobody 
knows about it. Or you had a great discussion of the difference 
between the Romans and Greeks, and you were just absolutely 
ecstatic. But nobody ever knows about that. It's a very lonely 
profession. You're in there every day doing it and having a wonderful, 
time, but [there's] not much recognition. Except that ‘you’ know you're 
doing a good job.  
Thus, although teaching is social in nature, the planning for classes and assessments is 
not frequently shared but rather done in an individualistic manner. The classrooms 
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where teachers interface with learners are also private spaces which are rarely 
inhabited by another adult or colleague. Because of this, Intrator (2002) contends that 
the sense of privatism inherent in the work of teaching as described above, needs to be 
counteracted by the formation of communities of practice where platforms for structured 
collective communication amongst peers are created. These need to be spaces which 
are characterised by “warm positive regard, collaborative problem solving, shared 
values, and respectful relationships” (p .6).  
Furthermore, citing several other authors, Intrator and Kunzman (2006) describe the 
difficulties of progressive lowering of idealism, energy and purpose, particularly for 
experienced teachers, and how this depletion is evident in burnout, resulting in a loss of 
empathy, increased cynicism, and a tendency in once-caring professionals to resort to 
blaming students for difficulties experienced. Also, when teachers work in isolation in 
their profession, some teachers not only experience limits to their creativity in terms of 
generating new ideas and finding better solutions to their practice, but often experience 
stress, which when felt in isolation, is driven inward and begins to fester, and leading to 
despondency (Grbich, 2007).  
Thus, Intrator (2002) describes that the consequence of “toiling behind closed doors” (p. 
2) can result in teachers’ best work not being witnessed by peers, nor supported by 
either critique or reinforcement of colleagues. This can leave even experienced 
teachers prone to uncertainty about their work, insecure of the impact thereof, with “a 
distorted view of their own efficacy and of their sense of themselves as adults” (p. 2). 
He contends that these distortions can loom large when accompanied by, inadequate, 
uncertain appraisal systems and few other incentives to be derived from their work 
(Intrator, 2002). 
Thus, as reflected in this section, there are beginner and experienced teachers who 
have a longing to learn with their whole selves, and in community with others. Identity 
learning for the whole person can occur when two different platforms are provided for 
teachers. This requires that both the needs for individual sense making of practitioners 
and the communal requirements for growth in professionalism are attended to.  
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The next section will describe a model of professional development in which community 
building with peers provides opportunities for both individual and communal sense 
making of experiences. 
2.4.6 Circles of Trust® 
In every discipline, knowledge is generated through a communal process. This 
requires habits of mind and heart that allow us to interact openly and honestly 
with other knowers and with the subject to be known—such habits as a capacity 
to care about the process, the willingness to get involved, the humility to listen, 
the strength to speak our truth, the willingness to change our minds. The more 
closely a pedagogy can emulate this communal process, cultivating these habits 
of mind and heart as it goes along, the deeper the learning will go. 
— Parker Palmer (2005) 
As far back as 1980, Parker Palmer sensed the value of experiences of discernment 
found in communal inquiry, where deep listening to truths from within oneself, and that 
of others, is valued and encouraged. This has its origin in many wisdom and faith 
traditions and Palmer’s first experience of this was in the Quaker faith communities. A 
Quaker practice called the Clearness Committee is a model of dialogue which aims at 
deep, authentic inquiry. The principles and practices which provide conditions for the 
creation of a “safe space for one’s inner truth to emerge” relies heavily on the guiding 
principles and practices of Clearness Committees (Chadsey & Jackson, 2012, p. 
6).These have been adapted but remain the source of the core elements of the Circles 
of Trust® approach. 
There have been various adaptations of these guiding principles and practices but 
those frequently used were shaped in 2010 by a group of Circles of Trust® facilitators 
and Parker Palmer. The distinctive heart of this approach is the need for the guiding 
principles and practices to be held by a skilled facilitator.  
2.4.6.1 The nature of Circles of Trust® 
A Circle of Trust® is a “safe space in which two or more people interact around a 
shared activity – with the intentionality of focusing on an important topic and designed 
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to allow the emergence of, and exploration of the inner landscape” (Palmer, 1998, p. 
74). 
As clearly indicated by the name of such groups, the element of trust is pivotal to the 
manner in which conversations are structured in these groups and thus there are clear 
boundaries and agreed upon ground rules called Touchstones. It is vital that capable 
facilitators guide members in adherence to the Touchstones for all interactions and 
dialogue within the group. The Touchstones include the following principles: 
1. Come to the work with all of the self – be present as fully as possible. 
2. Presume welcome and extend welcome. 
3. Participation is an invitation, an opportunity, not a demand. 
4. No fixing, advice giving, or setting straight. 
5. Learn to respond to others with honest, open questions. 
6. When the going gets tough turn to wonder - look to nature for insight and 
inspiration. 
7. Listen to the silence. 
8. Attend to your own inner teacher. 
9. Observe deep confidentiality within the group. (Palmer, 2004) 
10. Consider that it’s possible to emerge from the group refreshed  
These Touchstones frame the intentionality of the group such that over time adherence 
to these principles can shift the nature of the group into a trusting community. Circles of 
Trust® provide a platform for a counter-cultural style of conversation which requires a 
slower pace and displays a less automatic rhythm, uses a generous amount of time, 
and provides space for emotion. Participants are offered the opportunity not to gather to 
solve each other’s problems by giving analysis or advice, but to hear each other speak, 
and “to plant seeds of possibility in each other’s lives” (Livsey & Palmer, 1999, p. 11). 
The ideal of “creating a space between us” which has the purpose of “inviting the soul 
to make itself known and honour the soul’s nature and need” is envisaged by these 
guidelines (Palmer, 2004, p. 56). Palmer moreover contends that formation of 
participants in Circles of Trust® flows from the belief that we are born “with souls in 
perfect form”. Within the experience of the safe space of a Circle of Trust®, the “powers 
of deformation that try to shape the soul” are restrained so that “the soul can emerge 
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and speak its truth” (p. 58). Thus, building trust is of uppermost significance. Members 
of these communities are encouraged to learn to think, “with mind descended into 
heart” such that intellect and emotion are part of the wholeness of the self which speaks 
its truth (p. 57). 
The prominence given to trust has four pivotal implications for the work done in Circles 
of Trust®:  
• We trust the soul, its reality and power, its self-sufficiency, its capacity to speak 
truth, its ability to help us to listen and respond to what we hear. 
 • We trust each other to have the intention, discipline, and goodwill to create and 
hold a space that is safe enough to welcome the soul.  
• We trust the principles and practices that create such a space and safeguard 
the relationships within it, aware that the pull of conventional culture is persistent 
and can easily tug us toward behaviours that will scare the shy soul away. 
 • We trust that welcoming the soul with no "change agenda" in mind can have 
transforming outcomes for individuals and institutions. (Palmer, 2004, p. 66) 
Thus, Circles of Trust® provide spaces for participants to come freely into an 
environment structured on trust in order to do formation work which has as its focus 
“reconnection with one’s existent core identity and deep engagement with their own 
identity and integrity” (Poutiatine & Conners, 2012, p. 71). 
The practicalities of meetings of Circles of Trust® are that they are held in non-
institutional, private spaces. They are spaces of “graceful ambiance” which often allow 
the beauty of nature to be experienced, spaces offering “the sense of invitation to 
participate” (Love, 2012, p. 38). The meeting begins with a reminder of the group’s 
conversational norms. The facilitator reviews the topic for the meeting and can choose 
to tell a brief personal story relevant to the theme, or introduce a third thing which is 
distributed and read out loud. This is followed by several minutes of silence. Each 
participant moves into a familiar and comfortable sense of being present with each 
other. The facilitator opens with a question inviting participants to share stories of 
personal meaning that might emerge. For the next hour the dialogue moves back and 
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forth between the third thing, and the theme focal question. Shared narratives of 
personal meaning are told, with increased understanding of the depth and productive 
power of the soul. The purpose of such meetings is exploring “the deep heart-felt and at 
times heartbroken nature of work in academia, developing a sense of the shared 
journey, and examining ways of working productively in the tension between soul and 
role in education” (Michalec & Brower, 2012, p. 15). 
Poems, symbols, inspirational readings, works of art, pieces of music, which can be 
introduced at the start of meetings and are called “third things” are defined as “great 
things placed at the centre of a pedagogical circle” (Palmer, 1998, p. 106). This refers 
to a phrase from an essay by Rilke “the grace of great things”. Palmer’s adaption is a 
reminder that these “great things” serve as reference to a larger reality (p.106): “True 
community in any context requires the transcendent third thing that holds both me and 
thee accountable to something beyond ourselves” (p.117). Thus, through the use of 
“third things” participants of Circles of Trust® become aware of the involvement of other 
agents of inspiration, which can counter participants becoming self-absorbed or fear 
filled in their exploration of selfhood. 
“Third things” can be understood as providing what Rohr (2009, p. 28) describes as 
“third-eye seeing”. He explains “third-eye seeing” as seeing that goes beyond physical 
sight, thought, reflection and reason. Furthermore, he suggests that it “happens 
whenever by some wondrous coincidence our heart space, our mind space and our 
body awareness are all simultaneously open and non-resistant” and describes it as a 
moment of “deep inner connection” or “presence”. In a similar fashion to that described 
by Parker and Rilke this connects one to a larger reality or a profound way of seeing, 
knowing and “being” in the world.   
Topics for conversations within Circles of Trust® are for example metaphors to describe 
one’s teaching, influential role models, stories which elicit a sense of vocation in 
teaching and critical moments in teaching when learning was either opened up or shut 
down because of the intervention of the teacher in the situation. 
The Circles of Trust® approach to professional development in education is therefore 
one which aims to build community and stimulate meaningful revelation of the identity 
and integrity of participants. The tensions and paradoxes inherent in the nature of 
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teachers’ work, flow from the work of transforming students and the institutions within 
which teachers work, which idealistically is focused on shaping more humane and 
authentic practice. This requires that teachers must be very clear about their own 
personhood and the effects of this in the practice of teaching, learning, and leading.  
The Circles of Trust® rely on a formational developmental approach which aims to 
explore the inner landscape of beliefs and values of teachers in order to connect this 
more fully with what they do. Participants are offered ways to engage with this work in a 
deeply invitational way. The counter-cultural dynamics for conversations, laid out in the 
Touchstone tenets provide a framework for a space for deep meaningful conversations. 
The required selection of comfortable physical space for meetings of Circles of Trust® 
and choice of topics for conversations all build the possibility for sharing gentle inquiry 
on the content of personal narratives and accounts of teaching experiences. This is 
done in a warm, trusting space and in a manner which addresses teachers’ isolation 
and offers the opportunity to build community of practice amongst peers.  
2.4.6.2 Use of the three approaches to teacher development 
The three models described in this section are all examples of types of approach which 
use a form of reflection to attend to deep levels of change in teacher development. 
Each approach envisages a particular context in which it can be implemented. The style 
of leadership of a facilitator, required for supporting conversations and reflection for 
each approach differs between the approaches. 
Core reflection is particularly aimed at assisting teachers preparing for a career in the 
teaching profession and teacher educators working in institutions preparing candidate 
teachers for a career in teaching. Thus, this model has been used extensively in 
education faculties of tertiary institutions. This approach uses both peer conversations 
and structured dialogues where teacher educators have a role in which supervision and 
facilitation is merged in order to engage conversations with students preparing to enter 
the profession. The approach has also been implemented with colleagues who are 
teacher educators. 
Identity learning aimed at supporting teachers who are in practice in the profession 
requires two different platforms of dialogue. The conversations with peers in a discipline 
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or year specific sector of education is one which requires space and receptivity for 
emotion and aims to build trust in a community of peers. The other type of interaction 
envisaged is of an individual nature where talk of a dyadic nature, takes place. This can 
provide assistance in finding meaningful direction in career paths in education and 
provide teachers with opportunities for counselling conversations focused on growth of 
professionalism.  
The Circles of Trust® approach was first envisaged for practitioners in education, 
ranging from teachers preparing for the profession to experienced teachers. This 
approach is used for professional development outside education, in business, 
medicine related professions and faith ministries. Conversations within this approach 
are facilitated in a structured manner. A high level of skill is necessary in leading such 
dialogue and interactions, because of the aim to create space of a particular nuance for 
building deep trust and a sense of community. 
Examples of possible benefits resulting from the type of professional development 
supporting deep level of renewal and change in teachers will be provided in the next 
section. These will describe changes in authenticity, sense of wholeness of the person 
and sense of vitality. 
2.4.7 Benefits of professional development programmes 
We become teachers for reasons of the heart. But many of us lose heart as time 
goes by. How can we take heart, alone and together, so we can give heart to our 
students and our world – which is what good teachers do.   
- Parker Palmer (1998) 
Teaching is a vocation with complex, multiple demands. Teachers come to seek 
renewal and development for diverse reasons. Thus, different approaches to 
development opportunities will touch teachers or change them in different measures. 
2.4.7.1 Benefits of Circles of Trust® approach  
A formational approach used in Circles of Trust® (see Section 2.4.6) is one example of 
how teacher participants find many ways to engage in a programme that is offered in a 
deeply invitational way. A retreat model which relies on the formation Circles of Trust® 
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of Palmer and the Centre for Courage and Renewal was researched by Poutiatine and 
Conners (2012).  
The formational approach used in Circles of Trust® is based on teachers exploring their 
inner landscape of beliefs and value in order to connect them with what they choose to 
do in their work. Poutiatine and Conners (2012) found that the participants in Courage 
to Teach® retreats for teachers, or Courage to Lead® retreats for leaders, were inclined 
to “engage” with the retreat in one or more of four modes with each mode also providing 
different benefits: (1) as retreat or respite; (2) as identity formation; (3) as identity and 
integrity formation; and (4) as the seed for transformational process” (p. 69). 
These authors describe that crucial descriptions of the difference between formation 
and transformation underpins the understanding of the developmental meaning and 
benefits which participants of the retreats experienced. In the first mode of engagement, 
participants came to the retreat as a “get away from the daily grind”, to rest and to seek 
out genial people to have pleasant conversations with in a comfortable setting. 
Participants who engaged at the second mode were there to benefit from gaining 
greater clarity on and reconnect with “who they are” and consider their deeper ideals, 
ideas and values. Poutiatine and Conners (2012) label this “formational in nature”, as 
participants do the work of finding clarity regarding their “being and place in the world” 
(p. 69). Citing Palmer (1999), they describe the context and work of formation: 
“Formation means the creation of trustworthy and evocative spaces where the human 
soul can do exactly that, regain its original form”. The third mode of engagement in 
formation is described as one in which there is an added dimension of service, as 
engagement with the world, with benefits of greater confidence and clarity regarding 
ones inwardness. However, Poutiatine and Conners (2012) contend that at this level of 
formation something is still lacking, and see formation as merely a: “recommitment to 
the implied integrity of that identity”(p. 69). The last mode of engagement, the 
“formation” approach, includes critical re-forming as “transformation”. Within this mode, 
participants themselves described their newness as “transformation”: 
The experience was about recreating, rebuilding their integrity based 
on their emergent understandings of identity. This process was 
transformational rather than formational in that a process of 
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fundamental change was at work. Rather than becoming more of 
themselves, these participants articulated an experience of becoming 
fundamentally different as a result of deep engagement with their own 
identity and integrity. From their perspective, a new person emerged. 
Thus, at this fourth mode of transformation, something more than formation is active in 
the process, however, the work of transformation clearly builds on formational work and 
is “triggered through formational work” (p.70). Furthermore, Poutiatine and Conners 
(2012) cite the work of Cranton, Mezirow Taylor and Dirkx in seeking to explain 
“transformation” as it relates to transformative learning theory. This theory describes 
how “meaning schemes are based upon experiences and can be deconstructed and 
acted upon in a rational way” (p. 71). In extending this they note that a “disorientating 
dilemma” is experienced when a person’s “informational awareness is not congruent 
with the person’s existing meaning schema” (Poutiatine & Conners, 2012, p. 71). They 
further note that it is through experiences like these dilemmas that seeds for newness 
of one’s consciousness arrive. A person has the choice of either shifting consciousness 
or ignoring the prompt (p. 71).The link between formation and transformation is viewed 
as coming from reflection during the process of formation, which can generate a 
necessary disorienting dilemma. In concluding their description of the relationship 
between transformative learning theory and transformation, these authors note that the 
transformative process can be regarded as a cyclical process of identity formation and 
reformation.  
Poutiatine and Conners (2012) also explore how understandings from Robert Kegan, a 
constructive-developmental psychologist, also assist in understanding how formation 
and transformation learning paradigms are linked. In this understanding, the 
transformational shift in consciousness is “predicated on a formational connection with 
the selfhood” (p. 72). Citing Kegan (1994), these authors describe how informational 
learning in the mode of identity or integrity formation is about the creation of more 
effective, wider and deeper self-knowledge, rather than reforming the knowledge base. 
Transformation, however, requires a necessary altering of the very form of all one’s 
knowledge and beliefs, making it more multi-faceted and resilient to challenges. Thus, 
they describe that transformative learning occurs when the person changes “not just the 
way he behaves, not just the way he feels, but the way he knows — not just what he 
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knows but the way he knows” (p. 72). Thus, they contend that formational connections 
with knowledge of oneself, one’s beliefs and clarity of identity is not enough to support 
teachers in the paradoxical tensions which arise in modern work contexts. 
Poutiatine and Conners (2012) suggest that the benefits of the fourth mode of 
engagement offered to participants of Circles of Trust® is greater integrity, a degree of 
wholeness, and the remaking of their identity so that it is harmonious with a holism that 
can be relied on when challenged. From this comes the possibility of newness and also 
rewards of real change and enhanced service: 
With new eyes she can see that change in the systems she inhabits. 
This, then, is the fulcrum of leadership for a purpose greater than 
ourselves: to make the choice not only to transform ourselves but also 
to be an agent in transforming the very systems in which we operate, 
based on the integrity of our own souls and the integrity of those whom 
we serve.( p. 73) 
Thus, there are multifaceted benefits available for participants of Circles of Trust®. The 
research of Poutiatine and Conners (2012) has shown that it is the level of engagement 
which participants have with the approach with is responsible for the particular type of 
benefit drawn from the experience. It is hoped that many teachers and leaders will be 
able to accede the fourth mode of engagement and, as a consequence of their 
experience, be able to enrich the service in providing good teaching. 
The structure of interactions guided by the Touchstones in a Circles of Trust® approach 
has been described as having valuable benefit to participants who have learned and 
experienced them. Nollet (2009) states that, the Circles of Trust® group, upon which 
her study was based, reported that adherence to these Touchstones created, “a safe, 
respectful, environment in which participants could speak, act, listen, respond, inquire 
and reflect”(p. 11) Also, she reports that when participants experienced the deep value 
of the Touchstone principles, they recognised them as not only vital for the reflective 
group but also for enrichment of deep listening in conversations in other contexts (p. 
11). 
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2.4.7.2 Benefits of the approach of identity learning 
In a description of the benefits of identity learning as a core process for educational 
change, Geijsels and Meijers (2005) note that the purpose of dialogue on meaning-
giving demonstrates to teachers the need for alternative professional behaviour 
“yielding changes in professional identity, which is probably done best by showing the 
failure of the existing behaviour” (p. 427). Moreover, they relate that “strong learning 
environments”, allowing for experiential learning and, at the same time, providing a 
communicative structure, create the possibility for teachers to reflect. They 
acknowledge that people generally tend to withdraw from reflection because of feelings 
of ambiguity and uncertainty which are inherent to reflection, and that teachers are no 
different. However, “the strong learning environment” where “warm” communication in a 
trusting environment invites thoughts and feelings, has consequences for the 
organizational structure and culture of schools (p.427). Geijsels and Meijers (2005) 
contend that the transfer of evaluative knowledge from teacher reflections in structured 
dialogues, to improved quality standards regarding professional behaviour, is 
“something teachers should do themselves” (p. 427).  
Similarly, Akkerman and Meijer (2011) also used the dialogical approach for identity 
learning for teachers. This approach was described in Section 2.4.4:  
Dialogical understanding of self is that ‘being someone who teaches’, 
or ‘teacher identity’, cannot be seen as an end point, but instead 
should be defined as an ongoing process of negotiating and 
interrelating multiple I-positions in such a way that a more or less 
coherent and consistent sense of self is maintained throughout various 
participations and self-investments in one’s (working) life. (p. 318)  
These authors thus describe identity learning as something which needs to be seen as 
continuous learning for teachers, with consequential on-going benefit for the teachers, 
for learners and for the institutions which teachers serve. 
2.4.7.3 Benefits of learning authenticity 
Earlier authors writing about authenticity maintain that our attitudes, feelings, and 
desires are usually learned from others and we define ourselves (or construct our 
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identities) according to the recognition we gain from these others, which implies that 
authenticity is socially learned (see Section 2.2.4). Cranton and Carusetta (2004) 
researched transformative learning of authenticity by faculty staff from various 
disciplines of a university and describe the learning of authenticity for adult teachers as 
requiring: critical reflection on social norms about teaching; disengagement of 
themselves from the norms we do not accept; and differentiating ourselves from the 
collective of teachers (p. 6). Further, these authors describe a study in which 
authenticity of teachers was developed when the following five qualities were evident: 
self-awareness; awareness of others; relationships with learners; awareness of context; 
and a critically reflective approach to practice.  
Cranton and Carusetta (2004) contend that, “to be authentic, the educator is bold, dares 
to take risks, and recognizes that he or she will not always win over the people” (p. 8). 
They provide an account of a self-perceived experience of authenticity by a teacher: 
“It’s being yourself and not trying to fulfil a role of what people might traditionally think of 
as a teacher or a great sage or some sort of that kind of image” (p.18). This suggests 
that this teacher was able to express authenticity as a sense of him or herself being 
present.  
Kreber et al. (2007) state that for teachers, the development of authenticity is an 
important construct which is recognised not only to promote teachers own development, 
but that this also has consequences which impact on student learning and 
development. They argue that it is vital for universities and colleges to engage students 
with an education that allows them to acquire a sense of “being” from which to question 
and oppose oppression and discrimination in society and hence, to make meaningful 
contributions with regards to civic responsibility. They also contend that the outcome of 
growth in authenticity within teachers can be revealed in qualities such as 
“trustworthiness,” “genuineness,” “realness” and “congruence”, which have the potential 
to assist student learning of these qualities when modelled by authentic teachers (p. 
173). Kreber and colleagues relate the development of authenticity in students to 
Magolda’s (1999) concept of “self-authorship”. Moreover, they suggest that authenticity 
prepares students for coping with the multiple personal, vocational, and civic challenges 
they encounter after leaving educational institutions.  
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Additionally, extending this understanding of a link between self-authorship and 
authenticity, Kreber et al. (2007) describe how  teacher identities, authenticity and 
pedagogies can be connected  to benefits for student learning. 
Kreber et al. (2007) identify three pedagogical principles from Magolda and link these to 
Palmer’s concept of authenticity, namely: learners are validated as “knowers”; learning 
is situated within their experience; learning itself is conceptualized as mutually 
constructing knowledge (p. 30). According to Palmer (1998), authentic teachers 
succeed in promoting meaningful engagement of students with the subject matter, such 
that students are led also to develop an interest and appreciation for the this subject 
matter. This infers that teachers are interested in and respectful of students’ present 
conceptual understandings and, are able to relate the subject to the students’ 
experiences. Furthermore, they make efforts to engage in community with students in 
their construction of knowledge.  
In addition, Kreber et al. (2007) contend that through “personal work of critical 
reflection, sifting, differentiation, looking both inward and outward, teachers can learn to 
know and rely on their real emancipatory possibilities” (p.185). Critical reflection for 
educators, described as pivotal components of Circles of Trust®, Core Reflection and 
identity learning (see Sections 2.4.3 - 2.4.4), are examples of approaches which assist 
in honestly confronting issues and are not limited to purely cognitive processes but 
engage the whole person. Cranton and Carusetta (2004) concur that critical reflection is 
central to the development of authenticity, and moreover they  contend that this should 
extend to a full examination of alternatives to present norms and practices that might 
eventually lead to changes in teaching practices within cultures: 
 A teacher who engages in critical reflection on self, other, 
relationships, and context is more likely to be working toward becoming 
authentic. He or she is critical of, or at least not unconsciously 
accepting of, all components of teaching and learning (p. 18). 
These authors likewise that the links between the development of authenticity and 
transformative learning theories of Jarvis, Heidegger and Freire, are not explicit, but can 
be inferred. They describe how the need for “individuals to question critically 
assumptions, values, and perspectives that had been previously unconsciously 
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assimilated”, as described in transformative learning, is consistent with 
conceptualizations of work done in fostering authenticity through critical reflection. 
Furthermore, Kreber et al. (2007) give examples of questions for teachers, with 
matching examples for students regarding the authenticity of teaching and learning. 
Examples for teachers include: “what do I want to achieve in my university career, 
which possibilities are uniquely my own and what is it really all about”. Similarly, 
students would question: “does this ring true, does this feel right, is this what education 
in the end is all about” (p. 189). Therefore, these authors envisage benefits from critical 
reflection of this nature, to have results not only for teachers and students, but to 
promote transformations in collective or normative notions of what the institution or 
department ought to value with regard to teaching and learning.  
2.4.7.4 Summary 
All approaches to professional development which attend to the inner landscape of the 
teacher require the exploration of one’s inwardness. When this is done together with 
peers, in the context of knowledge and experience of the professional code of practice 
(horizons of significance) and, perhaps even the subject or discipline, this can be 
viewed in essence as a form of “peer formation”. Reflective conversations of a 
structured or semi-structured nature and focused content which guides the dialogue is 
common to all the approaches described.  Moreover, the conversations or “talk” in 
which teachers are able to challenge limiting beliefs and assumptions can become the 
source of personal renewal. This renewal is often accompanied by a growing 
awareness of their authentic selfhood, with the opportunity to “take heart” and empower 
students with good teaching. 
2.5 Conclusion 
In this day and age, one might reasonably expect that a literature review in a Masters 
dissertation would be concise and have a singularity of focus. The nature of the topic of 
this research “What happens when teachers talk?” gives some indication that ideas and 
theories from literature which were chosen for understanding the phenomenon of such 
“talk”, would wander off in multiple directions. Therefore, many insights are included in 
this review, since the “wholeness” which people bring of themselves to their “talk” within 
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a group, would require that attention be given to multiple possibilities and aspects of 
human “ being”. 
Teaching and learning which is transformational is conceivable only within spaces 
which invite involvement of the whole self — our hopes and dreams and our limitations, 
doubts and fears. They require a space where vulnerability is valued and not knowing is 
regarded as a necessary step on the journey of learning. This requires exploration of a 
variety of educational developmental approaches for this study. The principles and 
practices of a Circle of Trust® approach, as developed by Parker Palmer and the 
Centre for Courage & Renewal, was shown to give thoughtful consideration to both the 
inner and outer realities of human beings. 
Thus, attention was given to the description and discussion of constructs such as true 
self, identity, authenticity, and vocation, which are pivotal to teachers’ sense of self and 
the development of professionalism. Authenticity and vocational vitality were also 
explored and discussed as core qualities of the human condition on which good 
teaching can draw. It was shown that at the heart of an approach such as identity 
learning, lies the understanding that without platforms for sense-making with peers and 
meaning-giving conversations in a dyad, the inner and outer dimensions of the human 
experience or the true worth of the educational enterprise, is greatly diminished.  
Exploration of initiatives originating from the Netherlands building on the work of 
Korthagen (2004) were reviewed for their recognition that attention should be given to 
the opening of minds, hearts and wills, of students aspiring to become teachers. The 
work of the Multi-level Learning Centre was reviewed as providing guidance for this 
type of engagement and promotion of Core Reflection with trained teacher-educators.  
The Touchstone tenets used to guide the Circles of Trust® approach were described as 
valuable in providing a structure for conversations between all teachers, both those 
preparing for work in the profession and experienced teachers, which awaken both 
heart and mind. Noordhoff (2012) illustrates how, in a teacher preparation program, 
aspiring teachers are given opportunities in structured conversations to appreciate the 
ambiguity inherent in teaching and to develop an understanding of paradoxes they 
might expect in their teaching careers. Subsequent illustrations were given of the 
benefits of participants’ experiences of Circles of Trust® (Poutiatine & Conners, 2012). 
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The principles and practices in this approach aim not only at formation, but have the 
potential to bring about transformation of individuals and institutions from the inside out. 
From this chapter, it has become clear that many experienced teachers yearn for 
forums for sharing personal narratives, exploring feelings, teaching experiences such 
as thinking through interventions made, decisions taken and discourses in classes.  
Formalising the experience of the participation in a group, in which dialogue was guided 
by a focus on the person in the profession,-“who it is” that teaches-, has required 
deepening of understanding of the dynamics, culture, content of narratives and impact 
of a range of reflective practices for different approaches.  
  
 
 
 
 
65 
 
CHAPTER 3  
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Introduction 
This phenomenological study made use of a qualitative, constructivist-interpretive 
approach to explore, analyse and describe the experience of teachers who participated 
in a collaborative, reflective peer group. In order to understand the phenomenon under 
investigation, group meetings were recorded and transcribed. The transcriptions were 
analysed in order to describe the context of the reflective peer group, in terms of both 
dynamics and content within which information, opinions and beliefs were exchanged 
among participants. In addition, one-on-one, semi-structured, in-depth interviews served 
as the basis for describing participants’ experiences. Furthermore, in order to deepen 
the understanding of these experiences, the perceived influence of participation in the 
group on the participants’ sense of self as a teacher, teaching practices and teaching 
vitality ,were also explored and described. 
The reasoning for adopting a constructivist-interpretive framework with a qualitative 
approach will be described in this chapter. In addition, a detailed description of the 
qualitative methods utilised for data collection and analysis will be provided. Finally the 
chapter will include a discussion on the role of the researcher, issues of ethics and the 
trustworthiness of data. 
3.2 Research approach and paradigm 
Since this was an exploratory study which sought to describe the phenomenological 
experience of a small group of participants, a qualitative approach to the study was 
adopted. 
3.2.1 Qualitative research approach 
Qualitative research is an all-embracing term, used to encompass "interviewing with 
open-ended questions, life history interviews, oral histories, studying personal 
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constructs and mental maps, and observational studies, whether the observer is a 
participant or a non-participant" (Craig, 2011, p. 20). Underpinning qualitative research, 
is the “belief that there is no one truth, and thus consensus is neither necessarily 
achievable nor a necessary goal” (Johnson & Waterfield, 2004, p. 122). Furthermore, 
the manner in which people interact and subsequently construct their world is highly 
variable and dependent on context. Therefore, qualitative research involves the social 
construction of reality where the emphasis is on meaning and experience, and the 
relationship between the researcher and the researched is central (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994).  
3.2.2 Ontological and epistemological underpinnings of the study 
Underlying this study is the notion that reality is socially and contextually constructed, 
and the ontological assumption is therefore relativist (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). This 
relativist approach is one which views society not as a “pre-existent ‘real’ entity with 
objects and structures, but rather as the product of people engaging with one another” 
(King & Horrocks, 2010, p. 9). Similarly, since the interaction between the researcher 
and the participants is recognised to be integral to the construction of knowledge, the 
epistemology is subjective, interpretivist, in that “the knower and subject construct 
understandings” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 27).  
The interpretivist stance has its origin in the belief that, “not all social phenomena are 
directly observable, as phenomena exist that cannot be observed and those that can, 
may not present the social and political world as it actually is” (Grix, 2002, p. 183). This 
allows for the accommodation of different experiences of the same phenomenon to be 
described. In addition, Grix (2002) suggests that an interpretative epistemology allows 
for an understanding of different social contexts within which, interactions and 
relationships between participants occur. Furthermore, interpretative research is 
idiographic, in that it focuses on individual experiences and seeks to understand “the 
individual as a unique, complex entity” (Ponterotto, 2005, p. 128).  
Since there were multiple participants in this study, each on an individual personal and 
professional journey, and in a unique relationship with the researcher, it was assumed 
that the experience and outcomes for each participant would be different. Thus, in this 
study, the researcher describes individual perceptions of the phenomenon of shared 
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participation in the group, and specifically focuses on the individuality of participants’ 
descriptions and interpretations of the experience. The constructionist epistemology of 
the study relies on the belief, that language is referential, and that our interpretations 
construct objects. As King and Horrocks (2010, p. 20) suggest “language does things” 
and meanings are derived through engagement with the social world, and are brought 
into being through the process of social exchange. Thus, central to understanding 
individual descriptions and interpretations of experiences, is knowledge of the historical 
and cultural context in which the experience is situated.  
This study therefore sought to describe the individual experiences of each participant 
and sought to give an in-depth account of the social context of group meetings, the 
processes which evolved and relationships which appeared. Consequently, a qualitative 
approach to the study, underpinned by a relativist ontology and interpretivist 
epistemology, was considered to be the appropriate.  
Guided by the research questions within the context of the ontological and 
epistemological understandings highlighted above, data triangulation, within the 
qualitative domain, was employed in this study. 
3.2.3 Triangulated data approach 
This study employed data triangulation, which is described by Denzin and Lincoln 
(1994) as the use of multiple sources of data. As Johnson and Waterfield (2004, p. 126) 
suggest, the use of diverse methods of gathering data from various sources “can 
provide richer data, encourage reflexivity and help to increase the comprehensive 
understanding of phenomena”. 
In keeping with the notion underlying qualitative research, that there is no single truth 
and consensus is not the goal, triangulation was employed in this study in order to 
enhance understanding and provide for a level of “completeness” (Johnson & 
Waterfield, 2004, p. 126).  Data was obtained from two sources, transcripts of the group 
meetings and from semi-structured, one-on-one interviews conducted with each of the 
participants.   
The meeting transcripts were analysed and used both to describe the study context and 
as an additional source of data for understanding and describing the participants’ 
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experiences. The transcripts from the one-on-one interviews with participants were 
analysed to determine and describe the participants’ experiences and perceptions.  
3.2.4 The phenomenological approach 
This study employed a phenomenological approach and the design was loosely based 
on a similar study described by Nollet (2009). Nollet, (2009) citing Moustakas describes 
phenomenology as human science research which has the aim of determining “what an 
experience means for the persons who have had the experience and are able to provide 
a comprehensive description of it" (p. 57). Furthermore, Nollet (2009) notes that 
phenomenology has been found to be particularly suited to researching specific 
experiences of individuals, in a particular situation or place. She suggests that central to 
phenomenology is that the respondents have had the experience under investigation, 
and that they are able to adequately express themselves clearly, in order to give an 
experiential account. Furthermore, she suggests that respondents should ideally ,“feel a 
spontaneous interest in the research topic, since personal concern can motivate 
respondents to provide a thorough and accurate account.” 
Interpretive phenomenology has been described by Maggs-Rapport (2000) as an 
attempt to ”uncover concealed meaning in a phenomenon” by “focusing on the world 
that the study participants subjectively experience” (p. 221). Central to interpretive 
phenomenology is “dialogue and understanding” and is grounded in an ethos which 
gives due respect to the “voices, actions and texts” of those who are being studied 
(Benner, 2008, p. 464).  
The process of phenomenology basically involves three stages: fore-understanding, 
interrogation and reflection. Fore-understanding suggests that in the first phase, the 
researcher has an initial understanding of the phenomenon. Interrogation involves the 
collection and analysis of data, in order to describe the phenomenon from the 
participants’ perspective. In the third phase of reflection, the researcher interprets the 
data. Furthermore, by inviting confirmation or negation of interpreted understandings of 
insights gained, the researcher works together with the participants in a co-construction 
of interpreted understandings. The final reporting of this reflective phase should indicate 
where the researcher’s understanding has been “confirmed or negated” by the 
participants (Maggs-Rapport, 2000, pp. 220-221). 
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Since the process is dependent on the researcher’s interpretation, this would suggest 
that the researcher’s “fore-understanding” might impact on the description of the 
phenomenon experienced. Maggs-Rapport (2000) suggests that social scientists 
believe it is not feasible for the researcher to put aside pre-conceived ideas about the 
phenomenon. Citing several sources, she further suggests that the researcher’s social 
background influences his or her judgement in the interpretation of data, and it is their 
pre-understanding and pre-conceptions which lead to new ideas and concepts. This will 
be further discussed in Section 3.2.6 where the role of the researcher in the research 
process will be described. 
In an interpretive phenomenological approach, themes which express significant 
patterns or viewpoints within and across participants may be identified. However, 
themes should be supported by textual examples of the theme (Benner, 2008).  
3.2.5 Research process and methods 
This study was comprised of two phases, as described in Section 3.1. In the first phase 
the meetings of the reflective peer group were recorded and transcribed. The 
transcriptions served as a basis for describing the nature of group meetings both in 
terms of dynamics and content. In the second phase, semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews were conducted with each of the participants. The interviews were recorded, 
transcribed and analysed in order to describe the participants’ experiences and the 
perceived influence of these experiences on their sense of self as a teacher, teaching 
practices and teaching vitality.  
In this section the research processes and methods employed in both these phases are 
described in greater detail. An explanation of the study context, data collection, data 
analysis and the role of the researcher is also provided. 
3.2.5.1 Study context 
As described in the background to the study (Section 1.1), in June 2011, six 
experienced university teachers formed a group, loosely based on the principles of a 
Circle of Trust®. They used poetry, themed questions, and accounts of personal 
experiences in teaching, to guide reflection and dialogue focused on “the self that 
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teaches”.  Participants chose to refer to the group by the name “Talk about Teaching 
Group”.  
At the time of formation of the group, there was no intention of the group or its 
processes being the subject of any formal research study. However, after the first two 
meetings, because of a shared interest and enthusiasm for the nature of what was 
emerging, and a sense that the conversations were producing valuable insights and 
learning, the group decided that the conversations in the meetings should be recorded. 
Thus with the mutual verbal consent of all participants, meetings began to be recorded 
using a digital recorder.  
The group met for two hours at approximately two weekly intervals. The participants of 
the group were experienced university teachers who came from the following diverse 
disciplines: English Language, Pharmacy, Education, Psychology, and two participants 
from Mathematics. There were practical constraints which had to be considered in the 
formation of the group and consideration needed to be given to the lecture timetables of 
participants and the academic calendar in the scheduling of meetings. 
The group meetings took place in spaces outside of the university, in what Palmer 
(2004, p. 84) refers to as places of “graceful ambience”. Following the initial use of a 
conference facility for the first two meetings, a comfortable, personal, home 
environment was provided by of one of the participants for further meetings. One 
meeting, which took place over a full day, was held in a rural holiday home environment. 
At the outset, it was envisaged that the group would meet for an initial period of six 
months, and thereafter the decision to continue meeting would be re-evaluated by the 
participants. In November 2011, after the initial six month period, the members of the 
group unanimously decided that meetings were proving to be valuable and made plans 
for the group to continue meeting. Furthermore, the group participants also suggested 
that the experience of the group should be explored and described through a formal 
research study, as explained in the introduction (Chapter 1).  At this point, I was invited 
by the participants to make the group the focus of my Masters study and the group 
offered to make the recordings of the meetings available to me for this purpose. 
Therefore, the group participants became a self-selected sample, in that they opted to 
make their group meetings and themselves the focus of the study. Although the group 
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had decided to continue for an indefinite period, for the purpose of the study, a cut-off 
date for data collection became necessary and this was set as June 2012.  
For various reasons, the conversations of the group were based on a Circles of Trust® 
approach with the “Touchstones” as guiding principles for conducting meetings. In the 
first meeting of the group, the question about how to structure conversations was raised 
and it immediately became evident that all participants had read some of the writings of 
Parker Palmer and were familiar with the Touchstones and the Circles of Trust® 
approach.  Furthermore, the Touchstones appeared to offer a framework for facilitating 
the intentionality of the group to provide a “safe space” for a counter-cultural style of 
conversation in which deep exploration of one’s self as teacher, and teaching practices 
could be undertaken. Whilst the literature review (Chapter 2) suggests that other 
models, such as the Core Reflection Model could have been employed, at the time of 
the group’s formation, these models were not known to the group and therefore were not 
given consideration.  
3.2.5.2 Data collection 
As previously indicated in Section 3.2.3 data for the study were collected from two 
sources. The first source comprised of transcripts of the digital recordings of the group 
meetings. The second source of data was the transcripts of one-on-one in-depth 
interviews conducted with each group participant by the researcher. 
3.2.5.2.1 Transcripts of group meetings 
The transcripts of the recordings of the group meetings served as a source of data. With 
the permission of the group, this included recordings of meetings which took place prior 
to the commencement of the formal research study. Although participants initially gave 
verbal consent for the recorded material to be used, written consent, granting 
permission to the researcher to use the recorded material for the purposes of this study 
(Appendix 2), was later obtained from each of the participants.  The recordings of five 
group meetings between June 2011 and June 2012 were, transcribed and analysed.  
3.2.5.2.2 Semi-structured in-depth interviews 
Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with each of the other five 
participants by the researcher as the researcher was also a participant. These 
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interviews were conducted in a format described by (Krueger, 1998), as carefully 
planned discussions, designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest. 
Furthermore, they were conducted in a permissive and non-threatening environment, 
selected by the participant.   
The aim of the interviews was to elicit participants’ accounts and interpretations of their 
experience of participation in the group and not necessarily obtain answers to specific 
questions. Therefore, although there was a sequence of themes to be covered in the 
semi-structured interviews (Appendix 4), the interviewer retained the freedom to remain 
open to changes of sequence and forms of questions. These changes were particularly 
in response to stories told and answers provided by participants (Kvale, 1996). King and 
Horrocks (2010) note that the exploratory nature of qualitative research can lead the 
researcher to use semi-structured interview questions in order to move more freely in 
the direction that the research topic requires and further to also change the interview 
guide in the course of the study. 
Because of the unique experience of the participants, a pilot interview was not possible. 
However, an initial interview conducted with one of the participants, served as a trial for 
the interview process and the use of the recording equipment. Thereafter, the interview 
process was refined before the other participants were interviewed (King & Horrocks, 
2010).  
Interviews were of varying lengths between 30 minutes and 2 hours, depending on the 
participants’ depth of responses. Interviews were conducted in settings which were 
familiar and comfortable for participants. Two participants chose to be interviewed in 
their work environment, whilst the others opted for a more neutral setting. At the 
commencement of the interviews, informed consent was obtained from each of the 
participants (Appendix 3). These interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed for 
analysis. 
Dynamics of the “researcher-researched relationship”, particularly with respect to  the 
role of the researcher and the impact of this on the interview encounter, were given 
careful consideration (King & Horrocks, 2010). However, considering that the 
interviewees were fellow participants of the talk group experience, the researcher paid 
special attention to avoid dominance in the interviews and also to the creative co-
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constructed nature of the research in this study. The design of the questions for the 
semi-structured interview and the analysis were all under the control of the researcher. 
However, in order to encourage participation in the research process and to verify the 
trustworthiness of the data, “member checking” as described by Johnson and Waterfield 
(2004, p. 125), was employed in this study. Each participant was invited to read through 
the transcript generated from their interview together with the researcher’s analysis and 
interpretation of the data. This was done in order to determine the extent to which they 
considered the transcript to be an accurate reflection of the interview and whether they 
agreed with, or challenged the interpretations and the themes and sub-themes 
generated by the researcher.  
3.2.5.3 Data transcription 
The transcription of recordings of both the meetings and interviews into written text, 
suitable for analysis, was necessary. Transcribing requires the translation from “oral 
language”, which has its own unique rules, to a written language controlled by another 
of rules. Transcripts can be considered to be “abstractions” or “de-contextualised 
conversations” and rather than being duplications of an original reality, are “interpretive 
constructions” which are suitable for research. (Kvale, 1996, p. 165) 
Recordings of meetings were transcribed verbatim. However, because these transcripts 
were to be used to describe the context of group meetings, wherever possible, these 
transcriptions also included, notes with regard to the accents, “involuntary 
vocalisations”, pauses and repetitions, which contributed to the effort to describe the 
shared culture of the group (Kvale, 1996; Oliver, Serovich, & Mason, 2005). The 
interview recordings were also transcribed verbatim. However, because the focus in the 
interviews was more on the content rather than the context, a more “denaturalised 
approach” which does not give attention to the detail of speech construction, but rather 
the substance of the interviews and meanings and perceptions created during the 
interview, was adopted (Oliver et al., 2005, p. 1276). 
Voice recognition and transcription software, namely Dragon Naturally Speaking® 
(Version 11), was used for the initial transcription of the meetings and interviews. The 
quality of each of the transcriptions was manually verified by the researcher.  
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The initial, verbatim transcriptions included all details such as names and places 
mentioned by the participants. However, prior to analysis, the transcripts were revised, 
and any potentially identifying features, including names of people, were removed. All 
insertions used to replace identifying features were indicated by the use of square 
brackets, for example when a department was mentioned by name, the name was 
removed and replaced with [department].  
3.2.5.4 Data Analysis 
The transcripts of five meetings were analysed in order to explain the context of the 
group meetings. In a second phase of the study, interview transcripts were analysed in 
order to describe and interpret participants’ perceptions of their experience of the group 
meetings. Both phases employed a thematic approach to analysis. Thematic analysis is 
a method of qualitative analysis that is used to identify, analyse and report patterns or 
themes that emerge from data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis can be used 
to organise and describe data using “rich” detail and furthermore, can also be used in 
the interpretation of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 27).  
Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 87) describe a “theme” as “something important about the 
data in relation to the research question” and suggest that it is representative of a “level 
of patterned response or meaning within the data set”.  It needs to be noted however, 
that in the context of a constructivist-interpretive paradigm qualitative data analysis, the 
frequency with which a theme occurs should not be construed as implying significance. 
In other words, the extent to which a theme is key does not depend on any quantifiable 
measure, but rather on the extent to which it describes something important with 
respect to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
An inductive or deductive approach can be adopted in thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). In a deductive approach a theoretical framework and pre-determined 
themes suggested by the theory are imposed on the data. A deductive approach is 
therefore dependent on and driven by the researcher’s knowledge, understanding and 
interpretation of the relevant literature and theory. On the other hand, an inductive 
approach is more data-driven and is one in which themes are allowed to emerge from 
the data.  Braun and Clark (2006, p. 90) however, advise that thematic analysis can 
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never be conducted within an “epistemological vacuum” and will always be subject to 
the researcher’s “theoretical and epistemological” understandings.  
In this study an inductive approach to thematic analysis was adopted and a six stage 
process described by Braun and Clarke (2006) provided a guideline to the approach. 
These six stages are described in Table 3.1. Furthermore, because qualitative data 
analysis software – Atlas.ti® (version 7.0.77) was used to conduct the analysis, the six 
stages will be explained in relation to the appropriate software procedure.  
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Table 3-1: Six stages of thematic analysis with the corresponding Atlas.ti® 
process 
Adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006) 
STAGE OF ANALYSIS DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PROCESS 
CORRESPONDING ATLAS.TI® 
PROCESS 
1. Familiarisation with 
data 
Preparing data for analysis 
including transcribing data, 
reviewing and editing transcripts, 
reading and rereading the data and 
the initial identification of presenting 
ideas 
Transcripts were edited into a 
suitable format and uploaded as 
primary documents into a 
designated hermeneutic unit (HU) 
2. Initial coding Presenting ideas were coded in a 
systematic manner and data 
relevant to each code was identified 
Identified paragraphs or sentences 
within primary documents were 
highlighted as analysis units, or 
quotations and these were coded 
3. Identification of  
themes 
Generated codes were collated into 
potential themes, thus grouping all 
data, relevant to each emerging 
theme 
Code families were created and 
populated with relevant individual 
codes 
4. Review of themes Themes were checked in relation to 
the coded data extracts and the 
entire data set, resulting in a 
thematic map of the analysis 
Code families were used to 
generate network maps  
5. Definition and 
naming of themes 
Repeated analysis to refine each 
theme, and the generation of clear 
definitions and names for each 
theme 
Network maps were revised, 
neighbouring codes and 
quotations were imported and 
relationships between nodes and 
codes were identifies 
6. Reporting Final opportunity for analysis. 
Selection of relevant data extracts 
as examples, final review of 
analysis with reference to the 
research question and literature, 
generation of a detailed report of 
the analysis. 
Retrieved quotations and network 
maps were used as the basis for 
the reporting process. 
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The first stage of thematic analysis, involves the researcher familiarising him/herself 
with the data until he/she is sufficiently familiar with the content. In this study the data 
analysis was conducted in two phases. In the first phase the transcripts of five group 
meetings were analysed while in the second phase the transcripts of the five participant 
interviews were analysed. The transcription of the data by the researcher together with 
a review and refining of the transcripts provided opportunity for deep familiarity with the 
data set. The transcripts from both phases were also uploaded as primary documents 
into a purpose-created hermeneutic unit (HU) in Atlas.ti®. Once uploaded they were 
further edited and refined in order make the paragraph lengths more manageable for 
the reporting stage of the analysis. The screenshot in Figure 3.2 shows the ten 
transcripts as primary documents uploaded to the hermeneutic unit.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The second stage of the thematic analysis involved reading each transcript and 
highlighting key phrases and sentences as quotations. This was followed by the 
systematic “coding” of each quotation. Benaquisto (2008, p. 85) describes coding as the 
process of “identifying potentially interesting events, features, phrases, behaviours or 
stages of a process and distinguishing them with labels”.  Atlas.ti® also allowed for the  
annotation of codes through a “comment” facility. This facilitated a description or a 
comment to be attached to the codes. It also allowed what Benaquisto (2008, p.86) 
Figure 3-1: Atlas.ti® Primary Document Manager window showing the 
ten transcripts as primary documents in a hermeneutic 
unit. 
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terms “memoing” which is the linking of a comment or reflection to a code or quotation, 
which serves to remind the researcher of their insights, ideas and thought processes.  
In this study, the two sets of primary documents or transcripts were coded, and where 
appropriate, comments and memos were attached to the codes. Figure 3.2 indicates the 
way in which codes are recorded and displayed in Atlas.ti®.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.3 provides an example of the details and information which is attached to 
codes. In this example, the code name was “group reflects back to speaker”. For 
analysis auditing purposes the dates on which the code was created and modified are 
both provided. The number of code families to which the code has been linked is 
indicated (2) and details of these code families are indicated (Nature of interactions, 
Highlighted 
quotation in the 
text 
Bar indicating 
the quotation in 
the coding 
screen
Corresponding 
code 
Figure 3-2: Atlas.ti® screen shot indicating how primary documents are coded 
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Quality of interactions). The number of times the code is linked to a quotation is 
provided (3). Any comments which have been attached to the code are also reported 
(“multiple interactions” and “to and fro across the terrain of openness necessary in 
critical moments”). 
 
Figure 3-3: Example of individual code details available in Atlas.ti® 
The full list of codes that were generated in this study is provided in Appendix 5.  
In the third stage of the analysis codes were collated into potential themes, called code 
families. The code families were generated and the relevant codes were assigned to 
them.   
 
Figure 3-4: Example of codes allocated to a code family 
In Figure 3-4, the manner in which codes were allocated to specific themes or code 
families is indicated. In this example codes such as “authenticity”, “critical 
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consciousness” and “describing complexity” have been allocated to the theme 
“Perceived personal changes”. 
In the 4th stage of the analysis network maps were generated for each of the code 
families. An example of a network map relating to the code family or theme “Vitality” is 
provided in Figure 3.5.   
 
 
The fifth stage of the analysis involved defining and naming themes. The themes and 
sub-themes were also further refined by the deletion and combination of certain 
categories. During this stage relationships and connections between the themes and 
sub-themes were also identified. Throughout this stage the network maps were revised 
where relevant. The network maps were also used to retrieve quotations from the 
transcripts in the form of quotations. In the final reporting stage the network maps 
together with the quotations which had been retrieved from transcripts served as a basis 
for writing the analysis report.   
Reporting on the data from a constructivist-interpretive paradigm required that due 
attention was given to each participant’s unique experiences, and that in the 
Figure 3-5: Example of a network map for the code family “vitality” 
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development of themes, these unique experiences were not over-looked. As was 
suggested earlier in this section, the generation of themes was not based on the 
frequency with which an instance of a theme occurred, but rather on the significance of 
data with respect to the research questions. The development of themes should also 
not be construed as an attempt to make the data generalizable.   
3.2.6 Role of the researcher 
Within the subjective interpretivist epistemology of this study, congruent research 
methodologies were adopted, in which I was both researcher and participant. Since I, 
the researcher, was also a participant of the group, and could be considered a 
practitioner-researcher, my active role suggested that I was "on the inside of the 
phenomena to be observed"  Patton (2002, p. 53).  Grbich (2007) explain that it is 
necessary within an emic approach, where the researcher provides an insider view, to 
maintain an analytic, reflective stance, and to subject oneself to assessment of one’s 
own histories, values, emotions and experiences related to his/her impact on the 
research process. Patton (2002) elaborates how necessary it is in this context, for a 
qualitative researcher to maintain a reflexive stance, and to balance his/her 
understanding of perceptions, with that of other participants. Epistemological reflexivity  
requires that the researcher uncovers and reveals the theoretical assumptions of the 
world which she carries, in addition to also considering the effect that such assumptions 
could have on the research (King & Horrocks, 2010).  
As an insider-researcher I kept a reflective journal throughout the research process, in 
which I reflected on both my own experiences of participation in the group and on the 
research process. This was a way of making my own experiences, beliefs and interests 
both conscious and explicit. Dowling (2008) describes this type of objectivist reflexivity 
as “bracketing”.  My reflective journal entries were used to inform the description of the 
background to the study (Chapter 1) and also in making my own experiences of the 
group meetings explicit (Section 4.5).  
3.2.7 Trustworthiness of data 
In qualitative research, concepts that correlate with the four quality criteria of 
quantitative research namely: internal and external validity, reliability and objectivity, are 
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often defined. Four of these concepts are described by Guba (1981) as being the basis 
for confirming the trustworthiness and authenticity of qualitative research and include:  
1. credibility – parallels the concept of internal validity and confirms that the 
described phenomenon is a true representation of reality; 
2. transferability – parallels the concept of external validity and requires that 
sufficient detail of the context of the study is provided and determines the 
extent to which the results of the study may be transferable or applicable to 
other settings; 
3. dependability – paralleling reliability, provides indication of the quality of the 
data collection and data analysis and its integration with theory generation; 
4. confirmability – parallels objectivity and demonstrates that resulting 
conclusions, recommendations and theories stem from the data and not 
simply from the researchers own predilections. 
The manner in which these four criteria were addressed in this study is described in the 
subsections that follow.  
3.2.7.1 Credibility   
In order to address issues of credibility the researcher adopted appropriate and 
accepted research methods such as in-depth semi structured interviews; thematic 
analysis, member checks of transcribed data and the analysis thereof and the use of 
data triangulation. In addition an independent researcher who was both familiar with 
thematic analysis and the use of Atlas.ti® conducted a review of the analysis process, 
the codes, code families and network maps generated in order to verify the credibility 
of the data analysis. 
3.2.7.2 Transferability 
In order to provide for a level of transferability the researcher has throughout the study 
provided detailed background data to describe the study context. Furthermore, a 
detailed description of the phenomenon in question has also been provided, to allow 
for appropriate comparisons to be made.   
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3.2.7.3 Dependability  
Dependability has been addressed in this study by the detailed descriptions and 
research design and methods and also details of implementation have been provided.  
Furthermore, data from interviews with individual group members overlapped with data 
obtained from transcripts of conversations in the group setting. 
3.2.7.4 Confirmability:   
The use of Atlas.ti® to manage the data analysis made an in-depth audit trail possible 
which details the step-by-step process undertaken by the researcher. It also provides 
insight into the decisive steps and decisions which were necessary and reasons given 
for the choices made. This also facilitates the review of the analysis by an independent 
researcher. In-depth methodological descriptions were also provided which allows the 
reliability of the results to be scrutinised In addition, my subjective stance in this study 
has been described (Chapter 1), including a description of my experiences and beliefs 
which have impacted on the study.   
3.2.8  Ethical considerations 
Permission and ethical approval for this study was obtained via the Faculty of 
Education’s Research Committee from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University’s 
Research Ethics Committee (Human). 
Subsequent to verbally consenting to participate in the study, each of the participants 
were provided with a letter outlining the purpose of the study and details of what their 
participation in it might involve (Appendix 1). This included written assurance of 
complete confidentiality and respect of their freedom of choice to withdraw from the 
study at any stage. Participants were also asked to sign informed consent forms 
granting permission for recordings of both the group meetings and the interviews to be 
used in this study (Appendix 2 and 3).  
Utmost care has also been taken to protect the identity of participants through the 
removal of any obviously identifying features and the use of pseudonyms. In addition 
during the “member checking” process, participants were also asked to confirm that 
they were satisfied with the manner in which they were portrayed. Furthermore, they 
were invited to identify any concerns they might have with regards the protection of their 
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identity so that these could be addressed to the participant’s satisfaction and deductive 
disclosure of their identity could be avoided.  
Since the “real lives of real people” are at the heart of qualitative research, it is difficult 
to know from the outset that “we will not have an impact on them that could be in some 
way painful. We can never know that what we publish will not be in some way 
distressing to them” (Josselson, 2007, p. 559). Furthermore as a participant-researcher, 
I was always at risk of imposing my own interpreted meaning on the participants 
descriptions of their lived experiences of the participants. Although, “member checking” 
was included in this study to minimise this potential as Bell (2002, p. 210) suggests 
“participants can never be quite free of the researcher’s interpretation of their lives  
Therefore it was very important that I as the researcher took care in the analysis and in 
the reconstruction and interpretation of the stories and experiences, to maintain utmost 
“respect for the dignity of participants as individuals”. Furthermore, it was necessary to 
me to recognise that, what might simply have been to me, data or an example of a 
conceptual or theoretical point, was in fact “a very personal narrative to the person 
whose story it is” (Josselson, 2007, p. 550).  
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CHAPTER 4  
ANALYSIS OF DATA 
 
4.1 Introduction 
As mentioned in the previous section, data for purposes of analysis comprised of the 
transcripts of five meetings and five interview transcripts. The analysis and inductive 
interpretation of the transcripts are reported in this section. Both phases employed a 
thematic approach to analysis. Thematic analysis is a method of qualitative analysis that 
is used to identify, analyse and report patterns or themes that emerge from data. In the 
first part of this section a full description and explanation of the context of the group 
meetings is given. The second section comprises an analysis of interview transcripts 
which identifies, describes and interprets participants’ perceptions of their experience of 
the group meetings.  Thereafter my personal reflections on the dynamics of the group 
and my personal experience of participation in the group are described.  Each 
participant was invited to read through the transcript generated from their interview 
together with the researcher’s analysis and interpretation of the data. A report on 
feedback received in member checking of the analysis and interpretation is provided. 
As was described in Section 3.2.8, in order to protect the identity of participants, a 
pseudonym was assigned to each participant. The researcher chose male and female 
names from different languages, which all have the shared meaning of teacher. The 
pseudonyms, together with basic demographic features of each participant, are 
summarised in Table 5.1.  Identifiers were used to reference quotes included in the text 
taken directly from the transcripts, for example [S5:9 – D] is a reference to the ninth 
paragraph of the transcript of the fifth session and Dabir is the speaker. 
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Table 4-1:  Summary of the participant’s pseudonyms and demographic details 
 
PSEUDONYM ORIGIN GENDER 
TEACHING 
DISCIPLINE IDENTIFIER
Amon Hebrew M Teacher education A 
Camara African M Psychology C 
Shasta Native American F 
English language 
and communication S 
Dabir Arabic M Mathematics D 
Fronia Greek F Pharmacy F 
Moran Hebrew F Mathematics M 
4.2 The nature of the group meetings 
As described in the background to the study, six experienced, university teachers 
voluntarily chose to respond to an invitation to become part of a collaborative, reflective, 
peer group which they chose to give the name: “Talk about teaching group”. They met 
on a regular basis and used materials from Parker Palmer’s book - Courage to Teach, 
poetry and stories, to guide reflection and dialogue on “who” it is that teaches. 
4.2.1 Practicalities of meetings 
In conversations at the commencement of the first meeting, it became evident that all 
six participants had read some writing on this form of dialogue and that they were also 
all familiar with the guiding principles for Circles of Trust® and with the “Touchstone” 
guidelines (see Section 2.4.6).  It was initially proposed that, themes and questions for 
meetings would be adopted from The Courage to Teach Guide for Reflection and 
Renewal (Livsey & Palmer, 1999). The first four themes for meetings chosen from  this 
source were: metaphors of good teaching, personal accounts of critical moments in the 
classroom associated with teaching and learning, role models of either good or bad 
teaching, and the sense of calling as linked to teaching. For some sessions, readings 
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(sometimes accompanied by reflective questions), were circulated to members before 
meetings, with the purpose of allowing time for some consideration of these prior to 
discussion.  
In each session, a cluster of questions on a particular topic would be used as seeds for 
conversation. For example, the following prompt was used in a session focused on the 
theme of metaphors for teaching: 
Think of a moment when you were teaching at your best. Then fill in 
the blank: ‘When I am teaching at my best, I am like a …..’ . Tease out 
the implications of the metaphor fully, in what it reveals about that 
person’s gifts and limits as a teacher. [S1:22- M] 
When the initial four themes were considered to be sufficiently explored, it was decided 
by the group, that themes for successive meetings could be suggested by any of the 
participants. Furthermore, there was agreement that responsibility for facilitation of 
meetings would be left to the participant who selected the theme. Thus facilitation was 
shared amongst participants.   
New focus themes and structure for reflective conversations, relied on the use of “third 
things” (Palmer, 1998, p. 116). Palmer describes “third things” as items which, “have a 
power beyond themselves to contend with – the power of a subject that transcends our 
self-absorption and refuses to be reduced to our claims about it”. Furthermore, Palmer 
(1998, p. 116) suggests that third things such as poetry have the ability to empower us 
when other forms of inspiration and motivation fail (see Section 2.4.6.1). The use of 
“third things” ensured that regardless of the topic which was selected by the facilitator 
each of the participants was able to “connect with the discussions at hand” (Kitchen, 
Ciuffetelli Parker, & Gallagher, 2008, p. 162). 
Themes for meetings were often generated through reflection on poetry from authors 
such as Rainer Maria Rilke, Chung Tzu, Vaclav Havel and Leonard Cohen. The group 
also frequently used poems which are accompanied with reflections written by teachers 
from the resource book Teaching with fire: Poetry that sustains the courage to teach 
(Intrator & Scribner, 2003). In addition to these, excerpts from the writings of Parker 
Palmer were used to structure themes for conversation and reflection. At the end of 
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each meeting, time would be devoted to discussing ideas for the next meeting, for 
example: 
We said when we met last that we would also have a look at Let Your 
Life Speak: listening for the voice of vocation, just one part of the book, 
… we only had one disc, but Fronia had a look at how much it cost to 
download the book….You could listen to the whole book, or just the 
part on vocation…so, any comments about that? About listening to a 
part of it? [S5:066 – M]. 
Thus in the closing phase of meetings, conversation in the group focussed on planning 
successive sessions. This served to collaboratively clarify the themes and “third things” 
to be used in future meetings. 
At an early phase in the life of the group, frequency of meetings was discussed and set 
at two weekly intervals. This became the pattern for an initial period of six months. At 
the end of this six month period, which coincided with the end of a calendar year, a full 
day retreat was also devoted to a meeting of the group. When the group resumed 
meeting the following year, intervals between meetings were longer than two weeks. 
Dates for future meetings were always agreed upon in the closing phases of meetings. 
The initial meeting was attended by only five participants and the sixth participant joined 
the group from the second meeting onwards. Group attendance was generally very high 
and there were few meetings not attended by all participants. The researcher acted as 
convenor for an initial period, and sought the input of participants regarding planning of 
meeting times and dates. Frequent email interactions between the convenor and 
participants assisted in maintaining a high attendance level. Meetings were rescheduled 
whenever fewer than four members were available on the scheduled day of a meeting. 
If a participant was not present, an account was given to others in the group as to why 
the participant could not attend. For example, at a meeting which Shasta could not 
attend, Moran reported: “Did you hear me say that I spoke to Shasta and she’s got flu 
so she won’t be coming”? [S1:010 – M]. This had the benefit of enhancing transparency 
regarding participants’ commitment to the group, with the resultant development of 
mutual trust. AsLivsey and Palmer (1999) propose it is helpful to be quite clear about 
each participants commitment to the group. 
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Locations for meetings were deliberately chosen to be ones which held an aspect of 
respect for people present in them. The comfort of a lounge in the home of one of the 
participants was the most frequently used location. These locations, chosen according 
to the principles of Circles of Trust® assisted in creating physical, emotional, intellectual 
and spiritual space with an ambiance required for reflection and renewal, and 
purposefully not in an institutional setting (see Section 2.4.6.1). Furthermore, these 
spaces were sought, bearing in mind, the notion of the, “thinking environment… being 
places conducive to fresh thinking  which say back to the people in them, ‘you matter’” 
(Kline, 1999, p. 85) 
On average, the length of meetings was usually about two hours. Discussion in planning 
successive meetings allowed for participant input on suitability of lengths of meetings, 
for example, “I think that was probably a bit long, but that was for the first time” [S2:012 
– D]. The flexible length of meetings was in line with guidance from Circles of Trust®  
which suggests that meetings should not be rushed as they require a “generosity of 
time” (Livsey & Palmer, 1999, p. 15). 
4.2.2 Structure of meetings 
With the longer length of time given to meetings, it was possible to divide the meeting 
time into four phases. The first phase involved relaxed introductory social talk for the 
five to ten minutes. This included topics of a general and personal nature for members, 
ranging from pets, holiday destinations, peer related teaching matters such as deadlines 
for setting assessments and marking. This was done over a leisurely cup of coffee, and 
refreshments were provided on a rotational basis.  
The vital tone setting second phase of the meeting allowed for the introduction of “third 
things”.  This enabled participants to put aside tensions and stresses with which they 
had arrived and to become more present to one’s whole self and others.  Becoming 
present to oneself was important in order to catch, “glimpses of the underlying 
freshness … and revealing the irrepressible edges of what has always been within each 
of us since birth” (Nepo, 2005, p. 36). Furthermore, this allowed participants to draw on 
their spiritual, intellectual and emotional selves, in an environment of care and welcome 
(Nollet, 2009) 
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The body of meetings (the third phase) was devoted to discussion of the theme. The 
closing conversations in the last phase were given to planning arrangements for the 
next meeting. This phase took approximately five minutes. 
4.2.3 Content of meetings 
The themes for meetings described above elicited content of a varied nature and 
included: sharing of beliefs, information, teaching experiences and various types of 
personal reflections. The sharing of beliefs was partially focused on beliefs of self, 
beliefs of a general nature regarding theories of teaching. Much time in meetings was 
given to shared clarification of beliefs. For example, in the context of a discussion on 
self-confidence of teachers, Dabir stated his belief that: “They [students] are going to 
lose respect for you” S1:193 – D] Dabir then explores the complexity of his stated belief 
further: “Well maybe if I do it continually, and I continually can't do something which I 
should be able to do, they'll lose respect” [S1:193 – D]. 
In a further example, regarding the nature of teachers’ relationships to students, Fronia 
quoted the belief of a speaker as follows: “It’s interesting how Jonathon Jansen said that 
our expectation of students is just not high enough” [S5:267 – F]. This was followed by a 
long pause, after which it became evident that each participant had been grappling with 
their own understanding regarding this stated belief. 
Participants became animated and emphatic when sharing what they considered to be 
mistaken beliefs regarding teaching. For example, Camara became ardent when 
describing practices he considered to be poor teaching:  
And I think that's a great loss, because at [that university] we started 
teaching a course on the theory of knowledge. Students come in with, 
‘Here is a problem to be solved, so okay, everything must be here’. So 
lecturers are also like that, they lecture as if, that IS IT! No history, it 
has no grounding, it's just, that is the answer, finished! [S4:140 – C]. 
The group was very accepting of intensity of emotion, and Camara’s expression of 
frustration was respectfully received. It has been suggested that “a space that is hostile 
to feelings”, is  unlikely to allow for the emergence of intellectual and emotional truths 
(Livsey & Palmer, 1999, p. 10). 
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Significantly statements of belief of a more personal nature were often spontaneously 
followed by a fairly long pause. For example in the following statement Amon expresses 
his belief that teaching needs to be student-focussed and an act of caring:  
I think when one starts teaching you’re very much in the survival mode. 
I think this was for me a clear shifting of attention to the students, and 
what will be beneficial to them, opening up, or allowing them to put 
something on the table, which is also the whole thing of viewing the 
students as people to be nurtured or to be cared for. [Pause 10 
seconds]. [S1:048 – A] 
In the prolonged pause which followed this statement of personal belief, Amon and 
others in the group remained in a reflective mode, in which allowance was made for the 
internalisation of the belief. The sharing of beliefs can be understood as bringing to the 
fore “implicit values shared by group members”.(Kitchen et al., 2008, p. 164) 
Content of conversations in meetings which were information sharing in nature, ranged 
in scope from the title of books which others might find interesting, movies about 
teaching and ideas on teaching techniques. The information shared was normally 
offered as a basis for deeper understanding of the context of a story. For example Dabir 
talked about the use of the ying yang symbol in his classroom as a creative teaching 
aid: “I took a picture, the Ying Yang picture, and I said, ‘Just let your brain go… and I 
am going to ask you guys what you experience in this picture” [S4:29 – D].   
Content of a more personal nature ranged from giving a full description of an experience 
and narration of a story interwoven with describing the impact thereof, to exploration on 
reflective details of the experience. This is illustrated in the following examples from a 
meeting in which the group discussed teachers who had served as role models:  
I got such confidence, as well, from doing that, but it also made me 
decide, ‘I am going to become a teacher’. It was wonderful. He had 
such a strong influence on the class that he was able to invite us to 
come to school at 7 o’clock in the morning, I think school started at 
eight, and he went through Alice in Wonderland and related it to the 
relativity theory and brought those two things together. [S3:46 – D] 
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……. All we wanted to do, was be in her classroom. She was an 
incredible woman and if anything, it gave me an absolute love for 
learning. Whenever I did a project after that, I couldn’t do a project by 
just consulting textbooks; I had to go out and find out more. [S3:68 – F] 
When reviewing the content of conversations it was noticeable that a significant 
proportion of meeting time was devoted to the sharing of reflections. Often the telling of 
a story would end with the participant sharing their personal reflections on the story. For 
example after narrating how she had to remonstrate with students Moran reflected:  
Then I say to myself, “I don't like being like that, I don't enjoy that 
persona because it makes me tired, and it makes me realise, ugh! Why 
does it take this. Yes, I can be a dragon. But let’s agree that I can 
actually be different”. [S1:187- M]. 
Poutiatine and Conners (2012) describe how informational learning in the mode of 
identity or integrity formation is about the creation of more effective, wider and deeper 
self-knowledge (see Section 2.4.7.1). Rather than reforming the knowledge base 
Poutiatine and Conners suggest that this requires a necessary altering of the very form 
of all ones knowledge and beliefs, making it more multi-faceted, and resilient to 
challenges. In the preceding example Moran verbalises insights from her reflection on 
the possibility of her “being” different.  The remarks in her self-reflection can be seen as 
an example of her desire to alter the “form” of her very presence with her students. 
Reflective inputs from one’s own insights were sometimes offered to other participants, 
as a form of encouragement to them.  For example, after a participant shared a story 
about not being able to respond to a student’s question, Dabir offered the following 
insight: “I am not sure that that's not a teachable moment in the sense that students 
learn that teachers also sometimes don't know” [S2:193 – D]. As Kitchen et al. (2008, p. 
165) contend, the content of good conversations between teachers should meet their 
need to understand their teaching practices, however, more importantly: “the heart of 
conversational learning for teachers is about ourselves”. 
Amon shared the following reflection in response to another participant’s story: “And if 
you've shed that, then there's the opportunity for a deep awareness of the joy. I think it 
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may be in the heart of getting the fullness out of teaching, and sharing the fullness of 
teaching, in that moment” [S2:265-A]. In this response Amon gives encouragement to a 
participant, when sharing his understanding of the benefits of greater wholeness in 
one’s selfhood. This can be viewed as an example of what  Poutiatine and Conners 
(2012) suggest is one of the benefits of the fourth mode of engagement offered to 
participants of Circles of Trust®, namely -  greater integrity, a degree of wholeness, and 
the remaking of their identity so that it is harmonious with a holism that can be relied on 
when challenged (see Section 2.4.7.1). Furthermore, these authors suggest that from 
this comes the possibility of enjoyment, with rewards of real change and enhanced 
service.  
4.2.4 Facilitation of meetings 
As mentioned in the background to the study, my initial aim was to pursue a facilitated 
group experience supported by the Centre for Courage and Renewal. When it became 
clear that their work did not extend to Africa, the initiative was taken to form a group of a 
similar nature. The early realisation of a shared familiarity of the group members with 
Parker Palmer’s writings and the notion of Circles of Trust® led to a collaborative 
decision to share the facilitation of the group. The reasons for choosing the rotated 
facilitation route were two-fold: no member of the group had training in facilitation of 
groups of this nature and all members were keen to experience and learn how to 
facilitate a group of this nature with a particular focus on the sharing of personal stories. 
The facilitator’s opening statement below is an example of the manner in which 
meetings, at times followed a theme which group members had information of, and time 
to reflect on, before coming to a meeting: 
Okay just to remind yourselves, Palmer's definition of a critical moment 
is, ‘…one in which a learning opportunity for students will either open 
up or shut down and depending, in part on how the teacher handles it.’ 
 It’s that critical moment in which… so if you want to reflect a little bit 
on that and just think in terms of your own experience. Maybe the 
incident that comes up that we can speak about. [Long pause - 1 
minute] And then if you want to think, and use the possible pointers 
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that were are on this hand-out page, or if you just want to tell the story 
that’s fine also. [S2:017 – A] 
Facilitation was done in a manner which created an environment conducive for open 
ended exploration of the inward journey, which Moran described in a meeting as, “Not 
with a faculty agenda, it isn't with a particular focus, but let's see what comes into the 
space”. [S3:19 – M] 
In some sessions facilitation was in the form of introducing a theme with the use of an 
auditory input: “Should we have a listen to a section of this together and then, maybe, 
see what else this leads us to? How would that be? Should we try that as a form of 
‘prompt?” [S5:283 –M]. 
It became evident that because some members of the group taught on the same 
programme or were in the same faculty, there were examples in sessions where 
spontaneous free facilitatory invitations were addressed to a particular member, as the 
welcoming of an input or, to provide further clarity on a theme, by someone other than 
the appointed facilitator. This evidenced in the following comments by Moran and 
Camara: 
Fronia do you want to tell the story of how disruptive you were in the 
pharmacy on Saturday and I said, “Well done” (Everyone laughs) 
[S5:430 - M] 
It breaks the tension. Hmm. I'd like to come back to that in a little bit, if Dabir 
doesn't mind, to what he was sharing with us. [S3:118-C] 
Very often the facilitator of a meeting would look to the others in the group for deciding 
the way forward. For example when Dabir was facilitating a session he sought the 
group’s input on a call he wanted to make in guiding the group as follows: “This is 
something that maybe at some or other stage I wanted to raise but maybe, it's a good 
time. You tell me, as the leader whether it is a good time or not”? [S3:104-C] 
It was also noticeable that rarely was the facilitator very directive in his or her facilitation 
of the group. When this did occur it was normally associated with pausing the 
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discussion for some reason, such as in the following example: “Just wait till Dabir is 
back, otherwise he will miss the essence of it…”[S1:133 – M].  
One of the participants reflected on his experience of facilitating the group and 
compared it to the teaching of a class: “It's interesting for me now how I experienced 
myself where I lead the discussion...and the line between leading the discussion, 
facilitating this discussion, as opposed to teaching” [S2:011- A]. This indicates that for  
Amon, facilitation of a group of this nature heightened his awareness of his teaching 
practices.  
An interesting phenomenon occurred in the 4th session, where a meeting ran for an hour 
and a half without a clear facilitator. There was a misunderstanding as to who was to be 
the facilitator for the session, and all members took some responsibility for maintaining 
the guidelines, although there was no clear clarification of a theme. The following 
excerpt from this session is indicative of how towards the latter part of the meeting 
members of the group tried to clarify what their experience had been of a session in 
which there was no single clear facilitator: 
Amon: You know what I experienced now… for me this experience it’s 
something like church. Something like sharing church, not in 
terms of the characteristics of it, but some spiritual sharing, just 
sharing who we are. For me it's profound. [short pause] I am 
now wondering who led this meeting this afternoon? [long loud 
laughter] It seems to me it just happened… this is … hey…  
Moran, were you the guide? [More loud laughter] Isn’t it 
profound? 
Moran: I was aware of that at one stage, and asking myself, ‘Am I 
disappointed that no one is taking the lead’? But then I thought 
that’s the way it’s supposed to be…. like this [style of 
interaction] 
Dabir: Was I supposed to lead? I thought it was next time… [S4:295-
302] 
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This excerpt reflects how members of the group, had by the 4th session come to 
understand the fabric of dialogue, and were clearly becoming comfortable with the non-
negotiables applicable to conversations between peers in a group like this one. 
Livsey and Palmer (1999, p. 7) suggest that while fruitful conversations are possible in a 
group without leadership, the participants have to be co-responsible for “maintaining the 
boundaries of the space, keeping it open for all to participate and, dealing creatively 
with conflict”. They do however, suggest that this is easier when leadership rests with 
one person in the group although the role of leadership may be rotated. 
4.2.5 The dynamics of the group 
‘I pin my hopes to quiet processes and small circles, in which vital 
transforming events take place”.  
- Rufus Jones (Palmer, 2004) 
The reasons why a Circles of Trust® approach was chosen, with the “Touchstones” as 
the guiding principles for conducting meetings were described in Section 2.4.6.1. Prior 
to meetings it became clear that all participants were familiar with the Touchstones, and 
there was consensus in the group in the first meeting that these would be adopted.. 
Palmer (2004, p. 12) defines a Circle of Trust® as a “space between us that honours 
the soul”.  He elaborates that this is a space in which participants are able to practice 
the paradox of “being alone together” or in “solitude in community”. Thus the dynamics 
of a Circle of Trust® enable the undertaking of deep exploration of one’s self as teacher 
and teaching practices. Kitchen et al. (2008, p. 163) argue that a safe atmosphere 
cannot be commanded but needs to be cultivated. Furthermore they suggest that the 
use of a pre-established structure, such as the Touchstones, contributes toward 
“creating a sense of trust and caring”.  
In Section 2.4.6.1 it was noted that a Circle of Trust® approach requires participants to 
enter into a very specific counter-cultural style of conversation, and refrain from using 
the familiar everyday conversational style. This counter-cultural style also helps create a 
sense of trust and caring amongst participants which is necessary for the real work of 
the group to happen. Palmer (2004) relates a belief that teachers internalise their 
deepest self-reflections, and generally they are not able to hear their inner voice.. He 
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argues that this is because the teacher’s inner voice has often been met with outside 
interference, in place of the receptive hearing it required: 
The dilemma we face is that trying to solve our personal questions is that 
the issue is ours alone to resolve, we have the inner resources to resolve 
it but access to our inner resources is often blocked – friends might help 
us uncover our inner resources and help us find our way but by exposing 
our problem we run the risk of being invaded and overwhelmed by their 
assumptions, habitual thinking, and advice which creates an alienating 
rather than an enabling space (p. 69).  
Adherence to guidelines which facilitate a counter-cultural style of conversation have 
the potential to create an environment in which a deep trust between participants is 
possible. High levels of trust need to be in place for people to listen to their own inner 
voices, hear their souls and discern their own reliable truths.  As Palmer (2004) 
suggests conversation and silence together with solitude and communal presence can 
lead to personal integration and greater clarity of the self.  
In the sections which follow a description of group dynamics will indicate how the 
Touchstones were used to create a deeply trusting environment in which counter-
conversation were possible. 
4.2.5.1 Setting guidelines 
In order to establish guidelines for the meetings a copy of the Touchstones was given to 
all members (see Section 2.4.6.1). Although the members already had a level of 
familiarity with the Touchstones, the group reviewed them together highlighting and 
discussing each one separately. This resulted in the Touchstones being accepted by all 
members of the group and they were adopted as the guidelines for interaction within the 
group. Facilitators would remind members of the Touchstones at the start of a meeting. 
This was often done in a manner in which they were interwoven and integral to input or 
linked to the meeting theme. For example, in the introduction to the theme of critical 
moments in the classroom Amon reminds the group of some of the Touchstone 
guidelines: 
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Prior to coming to the meeting today, all group members had received 
an email asking them to prepare for the meeting as follows: …Explain 
the incident, why was this a critical moment, would you handle it 
differently when given another chance, what does the way you handled 
the situation say about your own identity or integrity. So ladies and 
gentlemen, you are asked to talk about your own classroom 
experiences, but not to advise each other about what ‘should’ have 
happened. Remember, the goal is not fixing but understanding [S3;003 
– A]. 
The following quotes containing aspects of self-restraint, exemplify how members of the 
group, at times reminded themselves of the guidelines, both when they perceived 
themselves to be transgressing the accepted rules, and also when there was a drift from 
the meeting theme. For example when Amon noticed that an explanation he was giving 
was taking up too much focus he made the following interjection, “but I don’t want to go 
on about that now…” [S5:122 – A]. In a similar way Moran noted “… Okay, but now I'm 
interfering [S1:213 – M ] and Dabir corrected himself with, “Sorry I have now deviated” 
[S3:026 – D]. These examples suggest that there was shared responsibility within the 
group for upholding the principles of the guidelines. 
4.2.5.1.1 Open honest questioning 
Group members learned the discipline and skill of asking open, honest questions as 
required by the Touchstones.  The defining mark of the open, honest question is one for 
which the questioner could not possibly anticipate the answer (Livsey & Palmer, 1999). 
Furthermore, Livsey and Palmer explain that questions of this type are brief, address 
both the person and the problem, and require a review of both facts and feelings. 
Finally, these questions should not contain advice disguised as questioning or have 
their source in a predominant sense of inquisitiveness. Helpful questions can arise from 
intuition which comes when listening in a focused way to another group member. 
Setting the tone for collaborative, peer work of this nature, required that the initial 
questions which accompanied the theme description at the beginning of a session were 
deliberately modelled on the style of open, honest questioning. For example at the start 
of a session on teacher role models, Moran opened the discussion with the following 
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question, “Think of a teacher who inspired you. What skilful means, both obvious and 
subtle, did that teacher use to create an environment conducive to learning” [S3:23 –M]. 
Brief, open questions were often asked of a member narrating an account of an 
experience. For example when Amon described a teacher he admired deeply, Dabir 
asked, “And did the poetry he used, allow you to express your own opinions about it? 
[S3:058 – D]. When Camara was trying to find reasons why he had drifted into tension 
in a discussion between a student and himself, Amon asked, “Is time a factor in this”? 
[S2:231 - A]. When Amon explained how he had been confronted by a student as being 
racist, in order to further illumine the dynamics of the situation, Dabir enquired, “So no 
black guys supported you”? [S2;142 – D]. Following after accounts which participants 
gave of teaching experiences, Fronia asked “How do we get our children, our students, 
to listen to that inner voice”? [S5:93 – F]. An open ended question such as this, not only 
summed up a common thread in the preceding narratives, but also served to invite 
further reflection. 
Group members also voiced questions in their self-talk. For example when Shasta gave 
an account of a discussion she had with her colleagues she verbalised how she asked 
herself, “Why are you asking of students what you are asking?”[S5:265 -S]. Verbalising 
self-questioning was also used by Dabir when he related how he questioned why he 
was not receiving feedback to a question he had posed: 
I am asking myself was that non-response because I am head of 
Department? I don't want it to be that, I was throwing it out there and 
saying “Please guys tell me, not just where I'm wrong, but what is 
going on here. [S4:257-D] 
These examples indicate how self-questioning provided cues for participants to hone in 
on particular aspects of their personal teaching practice which they were having 
difficulty with, both as self-exploration and when shared with the group in a collegial 
manner. 
Affirming remarks interspersed in dialogue often served to encourage and support the 
self-questioning and self-exploration of the narrator. For example, Camara’s self-
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questioning in his self-talk is interspersed with Amon’s affirming remarks, followed by a 
non-leading question from Fronia: 
Camara: How can I free myself, to have a broader kind of repertoire, 
to address those kind of questions’? It doesn't have to be an 
exact answer, but I have an idea of where to start looking. 
Amon:  Absolutely. 
Camara:  I like that. Whew! This is nice because it opens things up. 
Amon:  Yeah 
Fronia:  And as you say, if you had known, and you now relook at it, 
could there have been a different way to deal with it? 
[S2:151 – 154] 
In this example inputs from participants indicate full attentiveness to Camara with the 
intention of assisting him to deepen his self-understanding which can also contribute to 
an empowering feeling of having been listened to. 
However, examples of three types of conversational challenges will be given, where 
inputs disrupted a participant’s focus.  These highlight the type of difficulties which 
participants of the group found in acquiring the skill and focus required to stay with an 
engagement of honest, open inquiry.  Firstly, Amon’s interjection in the following 
example indicates such a difficulty: 
Dabir That vulnerability I displayed…, and yet not overdoing it. If I 
come back to class tomorrow again, and I still don't have the 
solution to the problem… 
Amon Then you're in trouble!. 
Dabir Then my self-esteem would be hurt. …I am not sure that that 
it was not a teachable moment in the sense that students 
learn that teachers also sometimes don't know. [S2:191-193] 
Secondly, the effort to remain with attentive questioning proved to be most challenging 
for participants who worked in the same department and who knew many details of the 
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context of a dilemma which a participant was experiencing. For example, when Moran 
described her experience of the need she felt to rush through certain topics in a module 
in order to cover the knowledge content, Dabir interjected and voiced what he 
considered the solution to the situation: 
Maybe we must just do this in the department again. Just say, ‘One 
of our aims according to the HEQF is that we scrap a large part of 
the curriculum, and make sure that we go to depth, rather than to 
width’. And see what the guys say, maybe we must just do this in 
the department. [S4:092 – D] 
When leading questions were voiced, instead of open questions, a third type of 
challenge was experienced in the conversations of the group: “It's such a tough 
experience doing our job. I don't know if you also remember it like that”? [S5:235 – M]. 
The focus contained in this question steers the inquiry in a certain direction and limits 
the scope of openness of exploration. 
Thus, it is noticeable how contributions such as those given in the examples above, 
were obstructive towards further exploration of enquiry for participants.  Palmer (2004) 
advises that teacher conversations require skilled facilitatory leadership in order to a 
guard against inputs which contradict the sense of safety necessary for good 
conversations. Similarly, Kitchen et al. (2008, p. 162) describe how when teacher 
conversations develop over time “the conversational floor opens to greater complexity, 
depth, and tolerance of uncertainty”. The above examples indicate challenges which 
occurred in the development of a trustful environment.  The commitment to continue 
with the conversations after the first sessions can be viewed as an indication that 
participants experienced a strong sense of community and a desire to continue to work 
together. 
4.2.5.1.2 Clarifying statements 
An analysis of the dynamics of the group shows how members used clarifying 
statements in order to reflect back to a story teller what they had heard. These served 
the purpose of both clarifying the correctness of meanings heard in an account and can 
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also be interpreted as serving to deepen the discernment process. Amon throws in two 
possible interpretations for what Fronia is relating:  
Fronia: So certainly it wasn't a moment in which I was able to teach 
him anything, but it was a moment in which I learnt an 
incredible amount, and certainly I know that others in the 
class did, because it created a lot of stuff. 
Amon You didn't oppose him, or correct him. 
Fronia I acknowledged his pain, but we have to acknowledge that 
there is pain on both sides, in this classroom. [S2:159-161] 
Here Amon is attempting to elucidate for himself what was at the core of Fronia’s 
description. However, in doing so he could also be assisting Fronia’s self-understanding 
of the situation.  
The dynamics within conversations also contained clarifying sentences which served 
both a summarising and interpretive role in the flow of ideas. For example in the midst 
of Moran speaking of her struggles to engage her colleagues in a process of change 
Camara made the following comment: “They hear your criticism, but they hear 
something else, because they're not open at the moment to that kind of message. 
That's terribly frustrating, and it’s toxic” [S4:253 – C]. Noordewier, Korthagen, and Zwart 
(2009, p. 6) contend that a key principle for reflection, such as that within the group on 
which the study is based, requires the promotion of “a state of awareness in which the 
person is fully aware (cognitively and emotionally) of friction between ones ideals and 
internal obstacles to acting out these ideals”.  
4.2.5.2 Nature and quality of interactions  
Contradictions of life are not accidental, nor arising from “inept living”, but are inherent 
in human nature and in the circumstances which envelope our lives (Palmer, 1980, p. 
4).Thus, listening to contradictions in the narratives of teaching experiences and in the 
professional lives of peers, required participants to hold powerful tensions. The required 
capacity to do this is highlighted in the Touchstone guidelines. Principles for sustaining 
dialogue of this nature include: the extension of welcome by all members both to 
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oneself and to others; being fully present in meetings; the need to turn to wonder or 
accept humour when tension or paradox is high; the inclusion of silence and the use of 
pauses. Each of these pointers for guiding the nature of interactions, aligns with the 
underlying intention of creating a Circle of Trust® that keeps the space between 
members, open and free and yet focussed on things of a soul nature (Palmer, 2004). 
In implementing these Touchstone principles within the group three obvious forms of 
engagement and conversational interactions can be identified. First, there is evidence of 
the development of insights by a single member when provided an opportunity for 
sustained self-reflection and talk. Secondly the transcripts reveal that there were also 
period when participants chose to exercise self-restrain during dialogues in order to 
strengthen the voices of other participants. The third form involves sustained 
conversations between two members of the group with the other participants remaining 
passive. Examples of these three forms are discussed in the sections which follow. 
4.2.5.2.1 Sustained engagement of a single participant in self-reflection 
In this section a summarized portrayal of Camara’s dialogue with the group in session 
five which included extended periods of soliloquy and self-reflections, will be examined. 
Prior to the session all members were given a CD of Palmer’s book, Let Your Life 
Speak and were asked to listen to a section which describes teaching viewed as calling. 
The following hard copy of a quote from the book was given to members with the 
intention of guiding discussions towards authenticity in teaching and sense of vocation:  
Our deepest calling is to grow into our own authentic selfhood, whether 
or not it conforms to some image of who we ought to be. As we do so, 
we will not only find the joy that every human being seeks-we will also 
find our path of authentic service in the world. True vocation joins self 
and service, as Frederick Buechner asserts when he defines vocation 
as ’the place where your deep gladness meets the world's deep need. 
(Palmer, 2000) 
In the early phase of the meeting Camara began to explore how people in general begin 
discovering their authentic selves, as follows: 
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I think that we have all been exposed to external expectations. And I 
think if our true self was known to us, it would be very easy. But the 
problem is that it is not known to us, so it's like we discover that, as we 
walk… we can learn to actually become aware of our true self and you 
can become aware of different aspects or different layers as well. 
The other thing is that it revolves a lot around not only awareness of 
‘who’, but also of the environment that you are in. You can create an 
environment where your child is able to say, ‘This is really what I'm 
wanting to do’. And yet in a completely different environment, a child 
won’t get in touch with that because it seems, ‘Oh well, no one has any 
answers out there…the answer must be with somebody else’…It's like 
you must get a feeling from outside…it's dependent on your 
environment. 
My feeling is rather that it needs a sense of your environment giving 
you permission that it's okay to try, with your environment giving you 
permission at that moment. It might not be the final answer. [S5:102 –
C] 
Then in continuing to explore the awakening of awareness, Camara described the 
impact of an article regarding the arousal of awareness in Mathematics teachers, and 
the primary need to understand the path of thinking that leads to errors, rather than 
focussing on showing correct steps of thinking: 
I was reading an article called ‘Arbitrary but Necessary’ ….and it talks 
about increasing awareness in maths teaching… where he talks about 
this moment when a pupil gives a wrong answer, but instead of saying 
it’s wrong, you as the teacher go with trying to understand how did this 
wrong answer come about. And he says that it's only [with] awareness 
that we can educate - awareness of what was going wrong, and 
nothing else. And he talks about this moment in teaching, 
remembering that you are trying to change, or educate… that 
awareness, not the, ‘You got it right or you got it wrong’, but rather, 
‘How come you ended up with that’? [S5:104 – C] 
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Camara then makes a transition to reflective discernment which is of a personal nature 
where he voices what the reading meant to his own thinking regarding the emergence 
of an awareness of true self, as follows: 
And I find it intriguing, I mean I became really interested because I 
would say I have never done that. I think, I would have said to a child 
with the wrong answer, ‘How, or what has your answer to the question 
got to do with the stuff that's here’? And the author says the problem is 
that it was just memorising correct steps… of no value. 
But if your awareness has been affected…you can reason things out, 
reasons that you know and relate to, something that you are trying to 
live with. 
And I was looking at … a connection between learning, growth as a 
person, getting to know your authentic self, and teaching. What is the 
connection there? And this awareness thing, seems to come up quite 
often. It is to do with that, it is something inside you. It's not the 
question of getting it right, it's a question of, ‘How did you get there’? 
.[S5:108 - C]. 
Camara remains fully engaged in the issue and continues to reflectively tease out how 
he views the impact of the new idea regarding awareness, in learning authenticity for 
himself as a teacher. However, this developing insight is supported by the environment 
within the group, particularly with pauses in speech, intermittent encouragement, open 
questions and clarifying responses from others: 
Amon: But if it's being aware of who I am in teaching, the person who I 
am, it's part of that. It's not just following the script? 
Camara: It’s like finding, ‘What is your script’? How do you get to, 
‘Okay, I think that this is it’. What makes you think it is that? And 
sometimes it can be difficult, and I think this relates back, Amon, 
to the guy you were talking about. It’s that sometimes, really 
early in life, we are exposed to conditions that create inhibitions 
against awareness. And they are so early, that we only, once 
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we get into middle age ,that we really start challenging some of 
that early learning…that we are stuck with. [S5:110] 
Maybe only when you start to achieve some sense of autonomy, and 
comfort and really knowing yourself, will you really start wondering, 
‘Why do I do this or how come I don't do that? Why do I find this 
difficult’? So we come to a place where we can start looking at that 
without being defensive and saying, ‘I find this difficult and I've known 
that, but I've never really confided it in anybody’.[S5: 116 – C] 
In response to another member’s expression of their uncertainty regarding their own 
authenticity, Camara responds by expressing a similar experience: 
Yes. There is guilt, the fear, the anxiety of someone getting to know 
you. The feeling, ‘Who's thinking what? Wait.., they like me now! But 
what if they get to know me’? That is sort of the difference. So I need 
to hide that, I need to be constantly on the alert to fulfil these 
expectations from outside. [S5:124 - C] 
This input from Camara was followed by a member of the group telling a short story 
regarding the insecurities and fears which her own child and students she taught, had 
manifest. This is followed with other members also using opportunities to explore how 
the true self is readily hidden. After a natural silence, Camara re-joined the dialogue 
with a more lengthy exploration of thoughts regarding sensitivity between teachers and 
students in the process of gradual heightened awareness of authentic selfhood:  
It's just, I also try and remind myself, that students have individual 
needs. But it's so much easier when you know that a student has come 
to you and said, “I'm too scared to speak in class”. Then I know, okay, I 
won't go near that student, or I'll maybe do it in a much smaller group. 
… it's hard to remind yourself and say, ‘I don't know what sensitivities 
are involved and what abilities these students have’. I don't even know 
my own. 
[Pause ] 
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And it's…. I think I was looking at the piece of reading and the word 
“sensitive” came up quite a few times…a, ’sensitive’, interaction with 
that person, because you realise that we, [teacher and student] 
function from expectations of, ‘This is how you teach, or this is how you 
lecture’. But when you get to a point where you [the lecturer] start 
saying ‘Wait a minute, this isn't working so well all the time’. And then 
you start asking, ‘How do I connect’? 
[Pause] 
But when ….there is that connect, that community of, ‘No, but I really 
care for you!. And I care for you because now I know how ‘we’‘ 
operate’. And if you don't know that, you have no idea really of what 
the student might be requiring.  
[Pause] 
Just like your daughter Shasta, you saying, ‘No, go and do the art’. 
That freedom to say, ‘No, go and look at this question. You don't have 
to have the answer, go and do that, and come back later and we will 
talk again’.  
And [with students] …you will look at their work and say, ‘Maybe it's my 
bias’, but I must put it out there, and say to myself, ‘It's my bias’. …Also 
then maybe,…. there are different ways of teaching. This is one way 
which is ‘me’ teaching and lecturing, or I think this is one that's 
emerging as we talk, and as one has an experience and as it grows 
you recognise it. [S5:`158 - C] 
This resonated with others in the group and this excerpt was followed by inputs from 
other members relating memories of their own bias they had discovered whilst scoring 
assessments. These were accompanied by descriptions of the awareness of the 
consequences which this bias had on the lives of students. There were also disclosures 
regarding the burden that judgements in assessments placed on their integrity as 
teachers. Camara gave personal testimony of how he experienced the same struggle 
with contradictory thoughts during assessment, as follows: 
 
 
 
 
108 
 
Yes, it links very strongly with me. I think I still have remnants of that 
guilt. Even now, and again I sometimes… if I make a decision I'll think, 
‘No, but wait a minute. Is this okay? Is it right to make this decision’? 
and then I think, sometimes, for a long time, ‘Is it okay to do this’? And 
then I connect it with that guilt stuff, that … without even kind of 
chewing it, you had just swallowed it. 
Then I discovered later, ’No, but wait a minute all this stuff is not 
working right. I don't know,… it's not working for me. Something here is 
not right’.  
[Pause]  
…then I started discovering that there was another voice, in a way, that 
was, kind of calling when I felt guilt. …The way people were saying 
things that just rang true to me. The way that, I think I can believe you, 
because you're saying that this is your experience, and, as a result of 
that, this is what you think. You're not saying that this is the ‘right way’, 
you're saying, my life has indicated this. 
I can trust you because you have made mistakes and you are still 
okay. Rather than this blanket, ‘This is how you must do it’…... But the 
guilt is a terrible infiltrator! [S5:195 - C] 
The focus of the dialogue of the meeting then turned to challenges to authenticity of 
teachers when unexpected events occur or surprising remarks are made in classes. 
Time was then given to exploring disarming moments when peers became aware of 
moments of disjuncture, experiences of dividedness in themselves and also within the 
intended communication and student perceptions of teachers. Later in the meeting, after 
multiple inputs in the dialogue, Camara returns his self-reflection on the significance of 
relationships which offer the possibility for hearing the true self: 
Something that really comes to mind, added to that, is the connection 
[with self] in a relationship. There is never a “self” in isolation. Because, 
often in my upbringing, which was largely, I suppose, also fed by 
religion,  when you want to do something that is satisfying to yourself, it 
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is often seen as selfish. And it's difficult to discern when it is selfish, 
truly selfish, and when it is something that you should be doing, that 
follows your true self …that, I found, I have struggled with for a long 
time. And it was only when I came across narrative ideas and I started 
really grasping this non-selfishness of ‘self-care’ or ‘self-love’ and that 
it is not separate. …the way I came to understand it, is that the core 
self in nature, is relationship. It's not, ‘Here's me, myself. And here's 
you’. It is the nature of the self, it is a ‘selfing’ relationship, never the 
self cut-off or isolated from other people. That then gives you the idea 
that selfishness is that, ‘cut-offness’ its isolated, it's not connected in 
any way, with people. [S5:345 – C] 
In this vein, Camara later contributes his thinking on the dilemma of selfishness, as 
follows: 
But it can also happen…other people's expectations, in a sense, I 
suppose, could be selfish because they don't take yourself, your 
vocation, into consideration about what they think what you should do, 
or ought to do or must do. 
[Pause] 
I was thinking, that's where awareness again comes in, because you 
must act, you must make a decision. And so, you make a decision. I 
suppose, all these things eventually start crystallising and 
conglomerating together … then you begin to discover that it is out of 
humbleness and not out of arrogance that you decide, this is what I'm 
going to do. And it's almost like, ‘Forgive me, but, this is what I need to 
do. I can't see, in a sense, any other way of doing it [S5:369 - C] 
After more intervening talk, Camara summarizes for himself, insights emerging on how 
he experienced authenticity in others, and how, this relates to his own experience: 
That's what I think, … I can relate to. It's as if there is a resonance like, 
‘Here is another human being’. I can trust this person because of what 
you experience emotionally. You don't have to try, you just…., your 
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body,… just in a sense, resonates with that, ‘Here is another person 
that's talking’. But I can also see that there is a kind of a distance in 
[that person] that they hold their ideas loosely. They play with them. It's 
not, ‘Here's my stuff. Digest that!’. It's like, ‘Here's some stuff that I 
have’. And it is almost as if the things that they are broadcasting and 
saying have been filtered through their humanness, and it comes out 
on the other side so that you could recognise this. You could say, ‘Oh 
yes, I can relate to this’. It's not dry words, it has this, ‘humanness’ 
attached to it somehow. Somehow you can [hear] ... where the stories 
come in. There are conditions to be understood, and yet it relates to 
the human experience and you don't have to explain it. 
…it has that inherent humanness, whatever that is, that is recognised 
by you in your body like, ‘You don't have to convince me, I will 
experience it’, or, ‘It's just not there’. You get that, sometimes, in the 
peoples’ speaking. You can relate to them with the sense of, ‘Okay, I 
can relate to this’!  [S5:391- C] 
The above protracted excerpts of dialogue throughout session five, illustrate the manner 
in which Camara explored many aspects of self-authenticity, as well as tension in 
experiences and thinking which brought him to this knowledge. Furthermore, this 
exploration included many related themes such as Camara’s sense of authenticity 
discovered within supportive or unsupportive environments, experience of personal 
biases, “selfing” relationships, as well as self-connectedness and intuitive experiences 
of authenticity in others. 
These excerpts, read as a body of talk from a session, reveal the nature of interactions 
and dialogue in meetings, ranging in depth of disclosure, from ones of a general nature, 
to deeply personal disclosures, which draw both on the voice of the inner self, and the 
voice of others within the group. Moreover the excerpts provide an example of the 
manner in which practices of open, honest questioning with deep listening, allowed 
Camara’s “inner teacher”, to emerge.  Livsey and Palmer (1999, p. 44) describe the 
“inner teacher”, as “a voice of truth, that offers the guidance and power we need to deal 
with our problems’. Furthermore, they suggest that it is within a Circle of Trust® run in 
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accordance with the Touchstone guidelines, that the inner teacher is enabled to emerge 
and be heard (see Section 2.4.7.1). 
Similarly, the dynamics revealed in Camara’s sustained engagement in self-reflection 
throughout this session, suggest that the type of Core reflection described by Korthagen 
(2004) (see Section 2.4.3) is possible within a group of this nature. This model of 
reflection aims to create awareness of how our behaviour and competencies are related 
to the deeper core qualities of identity and mission. As Noordewier et al. (2009, p. 4) 
suggest “as a teacher, however hard you work at your competencies, it is your personal 
qualities that colour the way you behave in your profession” . 
Although it was evident in earlier sessions, it became clear by the fifth session that the 
process of building a trusting group environment was possible when participants 
refrained from: invading other’s self-disclosures; giving advice or argument and giving 
attentive presence to other member’s personhood and needs. In all sessions these 
remained essential to the building and maintenance of a foundation of trust sufficient for 
self-exploration and sometimes vulnerable disclosures of self.  
4.2.5.2.2 Sustained, restrained engagement 
As trust developed within the group, so did the ability of members to also practice self-
restraint of one’s own inner voice. This allowed for others participant’s full self-
exploration but was perhaps with the trust and knowledge, that the opportunity for their 
own exploration of their inner voice would also be possible. For example, whilst Camara 
was exploring feelings of inferiority Amon made the following clarifying statement 
regarding the experience, “And then you think,…‘Well I was always like this’, and I 
found I put the blame on myself first. And you think, ‘Oh well’. He continues by starting 
to personalise Camara’s dilemma, by saying, “This is something that makes me [Amon] 
go into the pits”, however, he is immediately capable of self-restraint by continuing with, 
... but I don’t want to go on about that now”. This allows Camara to continue with his 
original train of thought, as follows, “Yes. There is the guilt, the fear, the anxiety of 
someone getting to know you” [S5:115- 124]. 
Thus Amon verbally reminds himself with restraining self-talk,  in the early phase of the 
meeting, that he is offending the rules of engagement for meetings and chooses to 
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allow Camara to continue with his ideas. However, what is notable, is that an hour and a 
half later, at the very end of the meeting, after long sustained engagement with all that 
was discussed, Amon returns to what he began to say, regarding feelings of inferiority, 
as follows: 
I just want to say something about my own experience of becoming 
aware of who I am. It's a fairly common thing, but what freed me in 
becoming myself, in becoming knowledgeable about myself was, in my 
young days, I would take a comment, a mean thing, …some people 
can say mean things to you, which I would've taken in. As I said 
before, I'd always taken it back to myself and say [to myself], ‘I don't do 
this well or I didn't succeed or this and that,….’ And I've grown, and by 
age, and it's taken me a lot of time to,… when somebody says 
something [like this], to rather take it, to evaluate it and say ‘Hmm…’, 
not to him or to her, but silently to myself, ‘Maybe she's just jealous. It's 
just jealousy’. Something like that, or say, ‘Maybe, it's not like that’. For 
me, it does a tremendous thing for my selfhood to be able to let it roll 
off myself in that regard. I am who I am…….. But there's something of 
discovering who you are, which takes your bad points and good points 
in the same basket and deals with it saying, ‘Too bad, this is your man. 
Take it or leave it’. There is a tremendous freedom, a tremendous 
sense of joy in life… [S5:479 - A]. 
These excepts provide an example of the way in which the members of the group could 
engage in the difficult and demanding work of counter-cultural conversations. This 
ability was strengthened by being in a community, with people whose shared intent was 
to not engage in defences or argument, but to: 
… abandon pretence that we know what is best for another person, 
and instead ask those honest questions … that help find his or her own 
answers… to give up the arrogant assumption that we are obliged to 
‘save’ each other and learn through simple listening, to create 
conditions that allow a person to find his or her wholeness within.  
(Livsey & Palmer, 1999, p. 48) 
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4.2.5.2.3 Two way talk 
In reviewing the transcripts it is notable that at times the pattern of conversation was a 
dialogue between a pair of members, giving input and response. The development of a 
two way type of engagement between a pair occurred when one member followed the 
input of another with repeated responses. The guidelines for Circles of Trust®, suggest 
that this could occur, but warn that this could lead to a feeling of being attacked, if not 
done through mirroring or gentle questioning and with responses which use the persons 
own language, so that the person has a chance to confirm or negate what is reflected. 
Furthermore, the guidelines also infer that repeated interactions between two members, 
rather than more rotated turn taking, can create the experience of too intense a focus. In 
order to prevent the sense of pursuance, there is a warning in the guidelines that when, 
“tempted to ask a third question before anyone else has had a chance, I need to take a 
deep breath and remember that there are other people in the room” (Palmer, 2004, p. 
137). 
In the following two way dialogue, Shasta explored at length how as a parent it was at 
times difficult to provide appropriate guidance to a daughter whose inner voice had led 
her to make art her chosen field of study. Fronia focussed fully on Shasta in this 
dialogue and responded with clarifying statements, supportive mirroring responses and 
open questioning, as follows: 
Shasta ...where you watch a child struggling through what they have 
to face at that time, and you try to be there for them, but at 
the same time you have to back off a little bit. At those times 
that I really realise, I can appreciate those times. Hindsight is 
20-20 vision. I really appreciate those times, because I know 
they have helped me develop. I'm still becoming who I have 
to be. It's all happening to me, though, to develop who I have 
to become and I will watch my children, and it's fascinating to 
see how their lives are developing and how they are 
growing. 
Fronia: What strikes me so with your daughter is that somehow she 
was able to listen to her inner voice.  
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Shasta: That's right. 
Fronia: And, so often with children, they have to conform to the 
external voices and it was incredible that you were able to 
stand back and say “okay” 
Shasta: I was thinking, if you think it's great, I think it is fine. You 
don't always have to make a success of this, like we had 
learnt. 
Fronia: But she was able to. And somehow with parenting, how do 
we do that? Even teaching, how do you get our children, our 
students to listen to that inner voice? And allow them to step 
back…. [S5: 082-93] 
Although at times Fronia borders on interpreting Shasta’s comments, with the potential 
of moving the focus away from Shasta, there is adequate self-restraint to allow for the 
honest exploration of Shasta’s dilemma. Notably this two way interchange was followed 
by a pause of some length and a gentle, relaxed movement back to inclusion of the 
whole group with other members proceeding to explore Fronia’s last question. 
4.2.5.3 Silences 
From the first meeting, silence was used as an integral part of meetings. This provided 
members the opportunity to become comfortable with this as early as possible. For 
successive meeting, all members who facilitated sessions used leisurely, long silent 
periods usually after listening to an introductory piece of music, a poem or a quotation. 
For example the third session began with listening to an oboe solo followed by a long 
silence. Afterwards Amon commented on the impact of the music and the long silence 
in the group as follows: 
Isn't this silence an experience of the higher levels which the soul 
can reach…when one sits like this, it's as if one's being laps it up 
and it's as if one is better at doing it with others, there’s something 
that flows. [S3: 024-A] 
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A facilitator would also sometimes invoke a period of silence for thought before initiating 
sharing on a theme, for example when Amon facilitated the second session he asked, 
‘Just think in terms of your own experience… Maybe the incident that comes up that you 
can speak about. [Silence 2 minutes].  If you just want to tell the story, that’s fine also. 
[S2:011- A]. 
Livsey and Palmer (1999, p. 12) suggests that silences can be used as either a prelude 
or a postlude to difficult conversations.  Since the “soul loves silence,  because it is shy, 
and silence helps it feel safe” (Palmer, 2004, p. 153) silence can “open space for the 
soul to speak its truth" (Livsey & Palmer, 1999). Furthermore, silence promotes deep 
listening and receptivity. 
Contrary to the deliberate and intentional practice of invoking silence in meetings, 
pauses of different length and humour were elements which occurred spontaneously. 
4.2.5.4 Humour and pauses 
A feature of meetings of this nature is that both silence and laughter are vital for 
supporting the creation and maintenance of a space where members trust each other 
and are enabled to hear their own inner voice. As Palmer suggests “ both laughter and 
silence are life-giving” and as much as the soul loves silence, it also loves laughter 
because the soul “seeks truth and laughter often reveals reality” (Palmer, 2004, p. 153). 
4.2.5.4.1 Laughter 
Laughter as a response to humour contained in stories or in the self-talk of members 
was a regular occurrence in meetings. The responsibility to sustain a respectful 
ambiance of the safe space for honest self-discernment was shared by all members of 
the group, and was also rewarded by other humorous stories of joys in teaching. An 
example of this was when Moran gave an account of how a student felt safe enough to 
interrupt her class and to make a statement of affection: 
But what disorientated me completely was, as I was saying, ‘Okay, 
so that's that everybody, got it’? One of the students put up a hand 
and I thought, ‘Here comes an interesting question. Somebody is 
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going to try and make me go back to basics’ and she said, ‘Ma'am, 
you know what, we love you’. [S5:213-M] 
The group responded with laughter which perhaps originated from a resonance of joy in 
teaching which Moran could have experienced at a moment such as this. This was the 
kind of laughter that erupted when a word spontaneously highlighted something 
poignant in the telling of a story.  
For this group there was however also moments when laughter was rather a response 
to tension and pathos related to the inadequacies in the provision of education in South 
Africa in this decade. Thus, when Shasta related how she in a “tongue-in-cheek” 
manner explained to a class that they could not have a class outside despite a power 
failure causing the classroom to be dimly lit and hot. She related how she pronounced 
to the class, “The government says we can't have classes under trees” [S4:338 – S]. 
The tense laughter of members which followed this could be interpreted as a response 
to lightening irony in the situation Shasta described and the anguish of teachers in 
South Africa facing contradictions in the teaching environment. 
Laughter of a different nature occurred in response to vulnerable, delicate, poignant 
self-disclosures. For example Dabir related how as head of a department he had 
circulated an email to the teaching staff in the department disclosing difficulties he was 
having teaching a module to a specific group of students. In his email he also invited 
colleagues to provide insights and feedback to what he had described as his 
experience, but he had received only two responses from a staff of about thirty people. 
In summarising this story Dabir stated, “Well I wouldn't have done that, at the beginning 
of this year…. Throwing that out there” [S4:264]. He then proceeded to give his own 
reflections of mental responses to the email which the colleagues could have had in 
their minds. “Some people call it, making a fool of yourself. ‘Why are you throwing out 
your failures’,…‘Keep it to yourself, man’…’Go and fail yourself’… ‘You are supposed to 
be an example, come on’! [Laughter] [S4:265 - D]. The laughter at this point, could have 
stemmed from awkwardness in members in the light of Dabir’s disclosure of how he had 
made himself so vulnerable with colleagues, or perhaps even from some resonance 
which they had with Dabir’s assumed mental responses from his colleagues. However, 
what is not clear in the situation was whether this was laughter ‘with’ Dabir or laughter 
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‘at’ Dabir? Either way, the poignant laughter, assisted members of the group to hold the 
concern they had for Dabir more fully but lightly, and notably was followed by a lengthy 
animated dialogue with initial supportive expansion of Dabir’s experience and other 
inputs. Amon firstly replied with, “That’s exactly it! … We hear stories of heroes,… but 
we are not told stories of their struggles, their self-doubt, their vulnerability. You opened 
yourself to so much, but then it doesn’t happen… [S4:266]. In his response Amon 
supports Dabir, but goes on to explain how vital he regards that exposing the true self 
requires that both successes and difficulties be exposed. There were then similar 
responses of resonance with Dabir.  Fronia also came alongside in the topic when she 
said, “We [teaching staff in our department] don’t say, ‘Hey, I am struggling here, How 
about you’”? [S4: 267]. Moran inferred from another author, how it was necessary to find 
the right community, as follows, “…Block tells how .when you are creating community, it 
needs to be a group of people who CAN actually move and go forward with 
you”.[S4:268] implying that Dabir’s community of colleagues could be the problem. 
After a spontaneous lengthy pause, the dialogue after this point in this session was then 
expanded by Dabir questioning the difference between being vulnerable in different 
spaces, as follows, “When I do it [ expose my struggles] in the safe group,… but then I 
thought, I'm not just going to do it in the safe group. I know they have empathy, but I'm 
going to chuck it further”. Dabir then explored this experience still further and described 
how his email had originated from the desire to create more lively discussion with 
colleagues, “Just as human beings, surely you have to have just a little bit of spark in 
life to just exist”? This input was followed by a discussion of where communities could 
be found, or formed within academic departments which were spaces for safely 
exploring difficulties which teachers experience.  
This more lengthy description of a dialogue which had in it a critical moment of 
ambiguous, poignant, laughter, created the stimulus for rich sharing, expanded story-
telling and discussion for these group members, with the focus person feeling fully 
heard in his exploration of the experience. Palmer suggests that  laughter of this nature  
“emerges as we explore the shared human condition” and furthermore, that laughing 
“with” each other, is actually a form of compassion (Palmer, 2004, p. 155). 
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4.2.5.4.2 Pauses 
Similar to laughter, silent pauses, were also spontaneous and frequently interspersed in 
dialogue. Long pauses between words or sentences could be interpreted as an 
experience of uncertainty or that a speaker perhaps lacked confidence or was 
internalising thoughts on a topic. Spoelstra (2009) describes how silences could also 
mean either agreement or non-agreement depending on the context where they 
occurred. However, the deliberate use of long silent pauses in meetings with groups of 
people of Western culture is known to be a successful ploy in creating unease, and can 
be intimidating with people making concessions, just to break the silence (p.157). From 
this it can be inferred that spontaneous long pauses could have been experienced with 
a sense of unease by these six members of Western culture. However, the 
Touchstones guidelines adopted by the group explain the counter-cultural requirement 
for pause of different lengths. Shorter pauses, in conversations for groups of this nature 
are explained not as a sign of break down in conversation, but rather as rich and 
potentially fruitful moments where insights may emerge from within for people listening 
to the guidance of inner voice  (Livsey & Palmer, 1999). 
4.2.5.4.3 Short pauses 
Short pauses of between one and five seconds frequently occurred after a person had 
given an account of something which was sensed by other participants as having a 
deep impact on the narrator. For example, when Dabir related how one day in an 
encounter with a man who regularly came to beg at his gate, there was a moment of 
connection with the man, almost beyond words, a short pause occurred, as follows: 
Dabir:  ..that was the first time I ever noticed that it is heart speaks to 
heart, ….or whatever way you want to call that. 
All: Hmm. 
Dabir: That was an incredible experience 
Pause  5 seconds 
Amon: That was quite a humbling affair, quite a revelation maybe. 
[S4:284] 
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Palmer (2004, p. 156) infers that the spontaneous silent pauses of this nature at 
moments of a depth of communion, “trump what we can achieve with words”. Similarly 
in the group when others quoted authors from memory, reciting the words of authors 
which underpinned the person’s personal teaching philosophy, the group would often 
hold a pause as a form of quiet recognition of the impact which the revelation had 
made. 
Spontaneous short pauses in meetings were also at times merely relaxed and useful in 
marking a gentle transition from one person’s narrative to the next, as when Shasta 
ends off her account before Moran began hers, for example: 
Shasta:…. The next day I said, ‘No sweets today”..(Short pause) 
Maybe I must go back to my idea of the packet of sweets. 
…what they get up to! 
Pause 3 seconds 
Moran:   We are hearing stories about …. And to link up to that, I went 
to a school …. [S3: 94-96] 
4.2.5.4.4 Long pauses 
In contrast to spontaneous pauses, the manner in which intentional longer pauses were 
used in the dialogue appeared to give a respectful space before a new speaker moved 
the exploration of a theme to a different interpretation of it. This was as a sign of 
deference to all in the group that a turning point of meaning was being introduced, with 
some possible uncertainty as to the difference between these. In Session two for 
example, Amon explained how in his view teachers seek out critical moments as a 
means to make an impact on students: “I think when one starts teaching you’re very 
much in the survival mode. I think this is a clear shifting of attention to the students, and 
what will be beneficial to them, opening up teaching moments..?” [S2:48]. This was 
followed by a ten second long pause, before Camara began a counter understanding of 
Amon’s idea, in which he explained how he viewed the existence of a critical moment 
differently: 
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Hmm…I'm thinking this critical moment is actually happening between 
the teacher and learner…. I think we might limit ourselves if we would 
think that the critical moment is over here, and is not for both of us. For 
me as teacher, and learner..., where both are kind of tuned into the 
potential...it could be for me, and it could be for the student…almost as 
if it’s for anybody [ in the class]. [S2:049 - C] 
The long pause between Amon and Camara’s speech was thus a space which enabled 
two members of the groups to dwell and consider each other’s truths in a considered 
manner. These long moments of pause in speech of longer than five seconds were 
intentionally and consciously practiced in the early sessions to instil in members the 
Touchstone guidelines. The facilitator’s role in the early sessions of deliberately, but 
gently guiding members to desist from rapid turn taking, was readily accepted by the 
group. In session three Amon described his experience of the meeting space as follows, 
“our metaphor of the sheepdog … for instance, the protecting of that space, it has to be 
a safe space in which … to be himself, or herself, in which trust is there [S3:148 – A], 
This gave an indication that what the Guidelines had taught was being practiced. 
4.2.6 Difficulties with adherence to guidelines for meetings 
Despite the clarity of the Touchstones which guided dialogue in the group, and the good 
intentions of members to listen quietly to our own and other members thoughts there 
were occasions in sessions when there were difficulties. These difficulties focused 
around three issues: learning to ask only honest open questions, learning to refrain from 
impinging on the lives of others by imparting what is seen to be advice and the dilemma 
of choosing which stories to tell which might expand the understanding of other 
members’ insights of themselves. 
4.2.6.1 Giving advice 
The need for members to restrain themselves from giving solutions to what they 
perceived to be the problems of others proved to be hard work and required repeated 
conscious effort.. This might have been expected from the group given that they are  all 
teachers in a “helping profession” where imparting knowledge and solutions to problem 
is a core part of teaching.  
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An example of the difficulty experienced with this dynamic occurred in the second 
session when Moran told a story of how she had made herself vulnerable by allowing 
extensive exploration of a Mathematics puzzle problem which a student had brought to 
the class. She described how she felt she had given control of steering the class over to 
the students when she could not see the answer to the problem: “Students find it energy 
sapping when you're too vulnerable,… not only in getting answers wrong, and the class 
being noisy…. It's about your stand, in the situation, and that’s delicate, isn't it” [S2:196]. 
Amon acknowledged that he had previously interrupted other descriptions which Moran 
had given of vulnerability in her classroom with the following statement, “I was quick to 
say there is a point when you're in trouble”, and then proceeded at this point to infer to 
Moran, that in his opinion, she needed to be sober in recognising that, “there is a point, 
when you can't afford to continue not knowing” [S2:197]. This was then followed with 
another strong statement from Amon, “It's also you as a leader must define when you 
are too vulnerable” [S2:199]. This resulted in Moran conceding to Amon’s statement and 
then moving the focus away from self-insight to bringing another member into focus, as 
follows, “You must also know you must also be a source of knowledge, but not the 
source of all knowledge, like Dabir when you talked about infinity,….”[S2:200].  
In the above example Amon’s statement reflects what he would have done in the 
situation if he was Moran. Occasions like this show that it was difficult for members to 
learn how to remain with ample, expanded exploration with the focus on the person 
telling a story and to refrain from giving solutions, at times disguised as beliefs.. Palmer 
(2004) explains that the deeper an issue is for a person, the less likely it will be, that 
advice will be of any true value. However, withholding advice and supporting co-
participants while they spoke about their deepest questions required time and patience 
in order to be present to others.  
4.2.6.2 Expanding insights with stories 
It took time for members to learn to access the voice of the inner teacher, and to listen 
with discernment to various voices within themselves. Speaking from one’s inner 
teacher can be a truly self-affirming experience, but a second type of related 
discernment was especially necessary when being tempted to giving affirmation to other 
members. 
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 “Parallel storytelling” is a term which I will use to describe telling of comparative stories 
by successive speakers, which are roughly linked to the theme of a previous speaker. 
Parallel story telling is frequently found in collegial discourses and is the form of 
conversation normally used at everyday social gatherings. This conventional pattern of 
conversation occurred where a member’s account of a story, triggered the telling of 
another story by a further participant. This shifted the focus from the first narrator 
preventing them from being fully heard. In session five which had the theme teaching as 
vocation, Amon tells a particularly powerful story regarding a pivotal event regarding the 
education of a child: 
At the technical school we had a guy, Tony. He gave us all problems, 
and he was really a challenge on everything, even a social worker for 
the school, …couldn't help him. He was really the odd one….. So one 
day the principal came into the staff room and said, ‘Ladies and 
gentlemen, Tony has decided to quit school’, and everybody was like, 
‘Ah! Thank goodness!’. And he [the principal] was also only a young 
man, but the principal then said ‘Ladies and gentlemen, you can say 
this, but we also need to say, as far as Tony is concerned, we have 
lost the battle’. It was so profound, so profound with a thing of seeing 
what is the real thing. [S5:237]  
However this thought provoking story with its powerful paradox was immediately 
followed by Moran telling a parallel, but distracting story about a powerful incident in the 
life of another principal, as follows, “Let me just remind us of what Joe Slingers the 
principal said at that talk. Just listen to this in terms of what you were just saying 
now…”.  Moran’s story did not allow for expansion of the story related by Amon, but 
invaded it, in an almost competitive manner. Receptive listening suggests that there 
would be some reflective silence allowed between speakers, and also that telling of 
stories or truths be done in a manner of placing them beside prior expressions without 
the intent of affirming or negating other speakers. Both of these principles were 
overlooked in this example. 
There were also examples of a different difficulty which members had when learning the 
art of listening to how a speaker arrived at a particular position. This required members 
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to nudge speakers into exploring their experience of a similar situation. During session 
four Camara related how he felt confused and frustrated with the demands of lecturing 
content at a fast pace, in order to cover what was prescribed for modules, as follows: 
Camara: I think it's very different to when you're on your own and you 
can decide this is how I will structure this module.. But when 
you are together on a module like that, it becomes difficult. 
It's something that affects the whole of education… where 
it's geared towards the masses, like, ‘This is how you do it 
with a lot of people’. And I don't think there's a lot of 
questioning of that way of teaching or learning. This way of 
teaching is not effective for creativity. It's effective maybe for 
getting those people you have the skills to be able to 
improve the skills. But it is not effective to bring those who 
are struggling up to that point. …and I think it's really 
demotivating. When one is stuck in a system where, ’How far 
did you get’, or ’You are supposed to be there’, or ’You are 
not there…’. And I don't know what the answer is, because I 
was the searching for the answer. Where does the syllabus 
fit in, and where do I fit in? At what pace can I go? 
Dabir: At [that university] we made a conscious effort where for 
every set of modules, the coordinators would get together 
and you will scrap a third of the content…. [S4:061] 
The input from Dabir, made in response to the self-reflexivity revealed in Camara’s 
account, is an example of what was cautioned against in the guiding principles. This 
nudging of a previous speaker is discordant with, “planting seeds of possibility in each 
other’s lives without worrying about or how or when those seeds will grow” and blocked 
access to hearing the inner teacher (Livsey & Palmer, 1999, p. 11). 
As explained in Section 4.2.4, in session four there was meeting without clear facilitation 
when a misunderstanding occurred as to who was taking main responsibility for 
facilitation. It is noticeable in the following extract how without a facilitator the group 
struggled to stay faithful to the Guidelines and how one Guideline was broken in a short 
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interval. This excerpt reflects patterns of everyday conversations, such as the absence 
of regular pauses of any length, a sense of separation from each other, and also a type 
of sparring discourse. Notable also was the quick rotation of speakers, ideas sparked 
between members and lowered self-reflective discernment: 
Moran: …So it's like a question posed in this class, ‘What’s the real 
difference between an equation and an inequality’? … it can 
become a question that kind of swallows you up, and you 
wonder what others in the hearing domain think of about this 
question? I could get such a vast array of answers, some of 
which I think, I might not even be able to understand in terms 
of how students are really thinking. So what do I do…I shut it 
down. And say, ‘Let's have a look at how it functions in this 
interval’, … and I again became technical in my explanation. 
That's actually what happens…. 
Shasta: And it was most probably also been driven by the fact that you 
need to complete a section by that time, and not explore it. 
Moran: And at my age and stage that’s a nonsense excuse really. 
[Laughter] 
Shasta: But that's real! 
Fronia: I think we're getting side tracked,… and yet what's the real 
learning here. This gets to the heart of the question for me of, 
‘What is education’? 
Dabir: Maybe we must just do this in the maths department again, cut 
the syllabus.  [S4:83 – 93] 
Thus in this excerpt multiple difficulties with keeping to the guidelines are illustrated. 
These included Shasta’s interpretative comments of Moran’s experience and  
affirmative feedback immediately following self-reflection. Despite Fronia’s attempt to  
guard the rules by gently reminding members of how the group had drifted from the 
guidelines and her introduction of a more open question, Dabir still inserted an 
 
 
 
 
125 
 
absolute solution for Moran in order to save her from the problem she was analysing. 
This troublesome passage of speech ended when a lengthy pause of ten seconds was 
allowed and the members then somehow showed a willingness to hear each other 
more fully as the session progressed. 
The experience of breaking with the Guidelines was not a frequent occurrence in 
meetings, and was actually expected given that Palmer (1998) warned that teaches are 
hard wired for helping and that this manner of talking and listening in a group is counter 
to their routine and familiar manner of doing this. 
4.2.7 Summary  
In this section the transcripts of five meetings were described and analysed in order to 
reflect the group context.  Details are given of the dynamics and content within which 
the personal stories, information, opinions and beliefs were exchanged among 
participants. Thus, this section sought to give an in-depth account of the social context 
of group meetings, the processes which evolved and relationships which emerged by 
using in-depth analysis and inductive interpretation of the data from the transcripts. A 
thematic approach to analysis was used to identify, analyse and report patterns and 
themes which came from a detailed review of the data.  
The themes which emerged highlighted the nature of the group and included a 
description of practical aspects of how meeting were arranged, the manner in which 
meetings were structured and facilitatory arrangements that were made.  The 
implementation of the guiding principles which the group adopted was described and 
the resultant dynamics were sketched.  An account was also given of the quality of 
interactions within the group, and the different types of interactions. The effects of 
pauses and humour which emerged during meetings were described and explained, as 
this related to the theory discussed in Chapter 2. Difficulties which were experienced in 
the effective functioning of the group were explained, particularly with relationship to 
adherence to the guiding principles.  
This section will be followed by a description of how participation in the group was 
perceived by the participants themselves, and what the impact of participation was on 
the self-perception and teaching practices of the participants. 
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4.3 Participants experiences of the group  
4.3.1 Introduction 
In this phase of the study in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 
five participants by the participant researcher. In these interviews participants were 
invited to describe both the experience of participation in the group and to explore how 
this experience impacted on their self-perceptions and teaching practices. Based on the 
interview transcripts, themes will be explored which emerged from these descriptions.  
This will be followed by my interpretation of these themes, based on the analysis of the 
content of the descriptions. 
In an effort to verify the credibility of the themes which emerged and my interpretation of 
them, the transcripts and the interpretations were given to each participant for comment. 
The outcome of this process is reported in Section 4.4. In keeping with a constructivist-
interpretative research design, although common themes are highlighted, each 
participants voiced experience is considered as important and no attempt is made to 
draw generalizable conclusions about the experience of participation in the group. 
In order to protect the identity of participants, a pseudonym was given to each 
participant. These pseudonyms, their language of origin, features of each participant 
and identifiers for reference quotes included in the text, are given in Table 4.1. For 
example, [A:7] is a reference to the seventh paragraph of the interview with Amon. 
4.3.2 Description of the experience of participation 
In the literature survey it was suggested that opportunities for participation in structured 
dialogue with peers which focused on aspects of the inner landscape of the teacher, 
were not readily available to teachers. The dynamics of such dialogue were described in 
the previous section, and examples of stories told were provided together with an 
account of general interactions amongst participants.  
 
In order to understand and describe participants’ self-perceived experience of 
participation in the group they were asked the following questions regarding their 
experiences during in-depth one-on-one interviews: What has been your experience of 
participation in the “talk about teaching” group? What aspect of the talk about teaching 
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group was most helpful to you? What aspect of the talk about teaching group did you 
find unhelpful?  The question about experience of participation in the group was asked 
at the beginning of the interview and was aimed at firstly obtaining a general overview of 
each participant’s experience.  The second question was asked in order to illicit more 
detailed responses regarding particular aspects of the experience. The third question, 
regarding possible negative descriptions of the experience was asked early in the 
interview, in order to give the understanding that all experiences, including negative 
ones, invited description. 
Responses to the questions were both on a general level and also on a more specific 
level.  
4.3.2.1 General experience of the participants 
All participants used positive terms in describing their overall experience of the group. 
Some typical responses suggesting the general value of the experience included the 
following: 
I think the most basic experience I had was one of coming to rest, 
coming to a safe place, coming to a place where I can genuinely, even if 
I don't need to think of how and what words to use, I can genuinely 
share of myself. [A:8] 
It's been incredibly positive. For me it almost feels like a sense of 
homecoming in terms of finding a community of teachers that I can really 
relate to, a place where I can talk about and explore who I am as a 
teacher. Umm, I'd be tempted to say it's been an experience of finding 
like-minded people but perhaps we were not always like-minded. It’s 
more teaching ‘soul’ friends - people that I can relate to on a very deep 
level and be honest about who I am as a teacher. [F:3] 
 I think first of all, I would say it was a, quite a deep experience. It was a 
trusting experience, something that grew very quickly, it was that one 
could trust each other quite quickly. [D:9]. 
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Words in the above responses, such as ‘safe’, ‘genuine’, ‘homecoming’ and ‘like-
minded’ indicate that these respondents experienced a welcoming, emotionally warm 
environment within the group. It was positive responses such as these that suggested 
that participants found the group to be a trusting environment which early in its 
formation already had a sense of being a space where depth of sharing was welcomed. 
Although not all participants shared as readily as others within the group, some, for 
example Shasta, valued the sharing of others and appreciated the opportunity for deep 
listening which the group provided:  
It was actually a very positive experience for me. When I looked at the 
transcripts and the notes that I read, I actually realised how little I spoke. 
But I realised that I sort of developed that over the past number of years, 
that I tend to listen more than what I actually contribute or give to 
something. But I'm enriched tremendously by the discussion that goes 
on around me. It is the atmosphere that is created and all of that. So I 
really benefited from that, I did, although, when you look at the 
transcripts, there is not much I contributed verbally, maybe, you know, 
but I really did. I valued those times that I sat. And you would come 
home then and reflect on what you have heard, I mean that room was 
filled with wisdom, at times and as I listened to people that have been, 
maybe, in university much longer than I have been. So that input I found 
very valuable as well. So yes, it was very up for me. [S:18] 
This respondent highlighted how the space for deep listening created within the group 
was as a source of benefit to her. Further, she referred to the variety of inputs which 
came from experienced teacher participants as a second factor which accounted for her 
positivity in describing her experience. 
Many respondents related how the experience of the group was one which they had 
longed for, and had previously found not readily available: 
What stood out for me is that it is an opportunity to engage in 
conversation about teaching, about ourselves, about myself. That's not 
very common, it is quite rare in my experience. [C:14] 
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It's something that I think I have longed for, for an awful long time and, 
having found it, have realised what an integral important part and how 
important  it is to my teaching and vocation as a teacher, to my calling as 
a teacher. [F:3] 
I suppose there was always a sense of wanting to find someone to talk 
about my teaching with, this desire became even greater when I read 
“Parker Palmer” and I understood the importance of doing that for my 
growth as a teacher, for my growth as a person, in fact to my 
development towards a greater wholeness of who I am - to the way of 
integrating my teaching into my whole life and integrating who I am as a 
person into my teaching. [F:7] 
You suddenly get the opportunity, not having planned that, it just comes 
about. You feel “My goodness, it feels good to have the freedom to talk 
and to have this feeling of being received with soft hands and with being 
affirmed in that”. So the absolute sense of trust and safety, I think were 
for me, maybe the overarching, bigger picture that one feels. But I think 
that's what, why I wanted to come back, because it is an oasis where 
you sit and just talk. But you listen more also. [A:14] 
Although these participants described the nature and focus of the group as being 
unfamiliar, there was an immediate recognition of it being something they had intuitively 
known could be possible and that they had been seeking.  
The general responses to overall participation in the group can be further categorised 
into three themes: sense of ownership of the group; use of third things; and the 
comfortable setting created for the experience. 
4.3.2.1.1 Sense of ownership of the group  
A theme which emerged in the overall experience of the group was that of shared 
ownership by all participants:   
There is an absolute sense of acceptance by the group which creates a 
very safe, very secure environment, in which to sometimes explore 
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things that perhaps in other settings I feel too vulnerable to explore. I 
think the fact that there is a kind of joint sense of ownership of the group 
that, on many levels, it's not an individual's group, it's our group, it's our 
place, and that also has been a helpful aspect of the group. [F:11] 
I am regarding as being part of a group. But if I think about it, it is the 
only group that I have actually belonged to. I don't belong in other 
groups. When I'm at work, I am at work and I have a small circle of very, 
very good friends. That's different. But this is something about learning. 
So it's new for me. [C:85] 
At this stage of my life, I don't think I could participate in anything 
anymore just out of loyalty because I had put down my name. I would 
have said at some stage, “Listen guys, this is not something for me.” And 
unless I felt that I was able to give something and would be able to 
receive something, I would give up the whole thing. [D:17] 
These three responses indicated that participation in the group was beneficial to them. 
Ownership of the group arose from a sense of acceptance and belonging which the 
members of the group created together and extended to each other: 
I thought “Oh my goodness, I messed the whole group up and I shouldn't 
have done this.” But it really doesn't matter. Because the group as it is  
… as if we all put our hands around each other and we say to each 
other,  although we don’t actually say it to one another, “You are okay. 
Just be. Just be yourself and share”. [A:14] 
In the above quotation Amon describes how the pervasive sense of acceptance and 
shared ownership within the group allowed him to overcome the reservations he had 
regarding inputs in the group dialogue.   
4.3.2.1.2 Experience of “third things” 
Many respondents readily described the experience of being exposed to “third things” 
such as poems, symbols, inspirational readings, works of art (see Section 2.4.6.1), in 
positive terms. This is evident in the following responses from Dabir: 
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Resorting to art definitely had its good influences on me. The reflections, 
I think after the poetry parts, were always affected by the reflection you 
were having about the poem. Not always directly linked, but the 
reflective way was created. It became that tone, that set the reflective 
tone for the meetings.  So whatever we really started off with, that very 
often set the tone of what happened later on… The reflections, I think 
after the poetry parts, were all things that were affected by the reflection 
you were having about the poem. [D:54] 
If I remember correctly the one meeting where we did the metaphors, we 
also started with poetry, I think it was that specific session. Those two 
things were so well linked, and the thing is they were used in the same 
session. I mean the fact that we had been doing a couple of poetry 
sessions and looking at a couple of quotes or whatever, that enabled us 
to easily get going in  the metaphor session.  Talking about metaphors is 
probably not something that every group is going to do very quickly, very 
easily. And I think we got into it quite easily [D:87]. 
In the above quote Dabir, describes at length how poetry set the reflective tone for 
meetings and readily gave way to deeper reflections, such as the use of metaphors as 
symbols for describing one’s selfhood. 
One of the early sessions of the group was a meeting which focused on the use of 
metaphors. Participants were asked to choose a metaphor which described themselves 
in their work as teachers: 
I think I remember we started with the metaphors, which I think was a 
great way to start. I'll never forget Fronia's “fire-lighter” metaphor which 
says something about bringing  the flame and energy but also the 
burning oneself out principle which immediately set the scene for who 
you are.[A:58] 
I think the exploration of metaphors, certainly was very helpful for me. To 
use pictures to explore who I am, revealed to me who I am as a teacher 
and things about my teaching. So it certainly helped in the nature of that 
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kind of conversation.  I mean I remember particularly in that group 
meeting, the way in which we helped each other with all those 
metaphors. [F:97] 
The things that are meaningful seem to come to me in pictures. Maybe I 
didn't think about that before, but it just seems like that. They can make 
an impact at a level that's not only verbal, so I can't remember the 
words, but I know that's what I experienced. It was like opening up of my 
experience, and that of other people for me. So that was really very 
meaningful to me. [C:11] 
Thus, the use of metaphors as a particular example of “third things” was described as 
helpful by respondents.   Furthermore Camara in the last quote above, spoke of the role 
which these metaphors played in revealing and clarifying new ideas for him.  
4.3.2.1.3 Creating a comfortable atmosphere 
Attention to the “person” in the experience that was created in the group was referred to 
by respondents as pivotal to the experience. 
Amon referred to the fact that he felt, “the time we spent, we grew into this as well, 
sometimes, maybe going beyond the boundaries”, hereby indicating a relaxed sense of 
time [A:21]. He went on to mention that the time period of 18 months over which the 
group continued to meet, was another important aspect of the experience for him. 
I mean that we have been together for year and a half. So I think in that 
sense that we also grew together. In a sense, we grew in terms of our 
understanding of the process but also in terms of our trust in one 
another which I think is part of this too. I think it can be taught and 
maybe it’s as we continue to grow better into that. [A:22] 
It takes a long time. You need time. [ C:97] 
Thus, these responses from Camara and Amon both suggest that what Livsey and 
Palmer (1999) describe as a “generosity of time” was important in creating a hospitable 
space (see Section 4.2.1).   
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Camara, on the other hand, pointed out how the quality of the meeting space of the full 
day retreat in a rural, riverside setting was a particularly helpful experience for him. 
And one of the most meaningful times was the time at your place. That 
….kind of experience was very alive for me…That kind of just opened 
up something in my mind and in me as a person that I could resonate 
with. And also when you went through the Tai Chi, I could laugh about 
myself and … recognise how funny that was. Then realising that it was 
really enjoyable to do it with the three of you. I liked that. I liked the 
setting too. That kind of just opened up something in my mind and in 
me as a person that I could resonate with… And it was quite relaxed 
and it was like being on an island. We were away from the usual things 
and we could do and think about and reflect on things that are important 
to us as people, as teachers. [C:9]  
It is significant that the full retreat day which lent itself to ample time, in comparison to 
other two hour meetings, was highlighted by Camara as meaningful. His description 
indicates that both spaciousness of time, attention to the details of the ambiance of the 
setting and variety of activities allowed him creative, deep reflection.  This response 
once again correlates with the requirements for meeting spaces which focus on the 
“person in the profession” (see Section 4.2.1). Camara’s response indicates that the 
meeting space for the retreat day contributed to his experience of this as a “thinking 
environment” as place for “fresh thinking, which says back to the people in them, ‘you 
matter’” (Kline, 1999, p. 85).  
Camara’s response which indicates that he found particular value in the longer time 
period of engagement such as a full day retreat, rather than two hour meetings, is 
significant. This experience correlates with the recommendations for fine tuning of 
practices aimed at encouraging shared exploration of self, and other in the Circle of 
Trust® approach.  This approach endorses full day or weekend retreats in non-
institutional settings, particularly places of natural beauty, where participants are “invited 
to slowdown, listen, and reflect in a quiet and focused, resource rich spaces” (Chadsey 
& Jackson, 2012, p. 8).  
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Dabir also noted  the efforts that were made by the facilitator to provide for a relaxed, 
less formal feel to the meetings, “you did a lot to try to facilitate that at the beginning, to 
let it run with the chatting, the  talk to let that go a bit…, and not a really formal style“ 
[D:34]. 
Shasta, on the other hand, noted how the atmosphere of the group allowed her to be 
herself:  
But I just think the whole welcoming and comfortable feeling, was one 
of a creative space, where you felt comfortable. I mean I felt 
comfortable just sitting and listening to people that I hadn't known for 
very long, and with other people, you've known for a long time.  I felt 
comfortable doing that as well. So we immediately sort of felt 
comfortable. I think it was that, if we wanted to share, it was welcomed. 
But if I didn't want to share it wasn't demanded of me, I could do it if I 
was willing and able to do that. I found that, I think, a very positive 
experience. So it's the whole ambience that was created. [S:22] 
Shasta’s description of her experience, where she felt very comfortable listening deeply 
and not pressurised to share, refers to the Touchstone tenet which requires that 
participants extend welcome to all in the group.  This is based on a prior recognition that 
participants come into the space presuming that they are welcome and can extend this 
to others. This points to the understanding that the nature of invitations which were 
extended to participants, seemingly successfully fulfilled the Touchstone guidelines and 
were warm and genuine in nature. 
Thus, in summary, respondents’ general responses regarding their overall impressions 
of the nature and content of meetings were all very positive. The aspects of the group 
which they specifically valued are highlighted in the next section.   
4.3.2.2 Aspects of the experience highlighted as helpful by the participants 
In order to more fully understand what it was about the group that participants found 
particularly helpful they were invited to elaborate on specific helpful aspects which the 
experience held for them. The responses can be categorised into the following themes: 
sense of trust and vulnerability, value of relationships and discovery of selfhood. 
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4.3.2.2.1 Sense of trust and vulnerability 
Four of the respondents, Amon, Fronia, Shasta and Dabir all elaborated on their specific 
experiences of the qualities of trust and vulnerability which were engendered by the 
group. For example, Amon described the group space as a trusting environment: “… it 
is an area of trust” [A:87],  which left “nobody, feeling robbed or taken advantage of” 
[A:87]. Furthermore, he suggested that the trust between participants was something 
which had developed within the group: “Maybe that's the way in which the group grew in 
trust and sensitivity towards one another “[A:11]. He further went on to describe how the 
extent of this sense of trust allowed one to make him or herself vulnerable: “A person 
could come and put his whole soul ,or the whole self on the table and just talk about 
their experience” [A:16]. As a consequence of this Amon explains that it was a space in 
which sharing on an extra-ordinary level of vulnerability was possible: 
And there were feelings of safety. But it's good to sometimes maybe 
just share stuff that you haven't shared anywhere else. Being 
supported, being understood. [A:38] 
Amon repeatedly described how, for him, there was an overarching quality of trust 
which was helpful in providing the space for people to explore their whole selves in an 
honest manner, without fear of interference or harm. 
Similarly Fronia also elaborated a number of times on the quality of trust in the group 
which enabled self-reflective vulnerable narratives of classroom experiences to emerge: 
It's an environment that has allowed me to reflect very deeply without 
any feeling of being vulnerable and to get to some of the true roots of 
who I am … the roots of who I am as a teacher. [F:11] 
I have had an experience of what it's like to be truly who you are, which 
would normally be a very vulnerable thing, in any other group. [F:93] 
…being able to talk about critical moments in our classroom which often 
would be very vulnerable. We would want to hide, you wouldn't want to 
tell too many people about your inability to handle moments where you 
could have opened up teaching and you closed it down. Perhaps you 
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handled them incorrectly. And yet, in the group, being able to actually 
engage in a conversation about that and say, “I messed up, this is what 
I did, I closed down the conversation, completely lost the learning 
moment in the classroom”. .. or being able to actually say,  “Hey, it was 
helpful. I opened up the learning”. [F:97] 
In these responses Fronia described how the trust filled space of the group, gave her a 
unique experience of safety which allowed for vulnerability, in honest, detailed accounts 
of both successes and failures that were part of her teaching experiences. 
Dabir also related how his experience of being able to be vulnerable within the group 
had enabled him to make himself more vulnerable in other arenas :  
What we have been learning in the group, is to be able to be vulnerable 
and that we definitely practised in the group. Once you've practised 
that, then you can possibly even export it out of the group. And I think 
that that is possibly what happened. [D:100] 
The quality of trust and vulnerability which Shasta experienced in the group was a 
surprise to her, given the varied disciplines and the levels of academic status of the 
participants: 
I was very aware of the vulnerability that was displayed by each person 
in that room at different times. And I think that for me was very helpful, 
because sometimes I would feel that I'm struggling with something in 
my classroom because my level of qualification is not where it could be. 
But then I realised then that it's not that, it's more to do with who you 
are. Okay, you're qualifications will contribute to that, but who you are 
when you stand in front of the class is actually what is the bottom line 
there. To me that was very helpful, to hear people who have been in the 
university for many years, who have reached the highest realm of 
qualification they can, still saying, “There are times when I am 
vulnerable, when I am overwhelmed even by the fact that I'm trying to 
teach other people and I'm not always so sure if I'm going about it in the 
correct way”. So that to me, was helpful. That there were other people 
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who were willing to share that, and I could go home and reflect if they 
are all vulnerable then it's fine for me to be like that as well and to admit 
that there are times when I make a mess in the class -but to admit to 
myself, that a class really didn't go down well and I should have done it 
differently.  To reflect on how I could have done it differently. That really 
was helpful for me. I really valued that. [S:51] 
It was the deep extent of vulnerability shown by participants who Shasta viewed as 
being more experienced and academically senior to herself, which paved the way for 
her own honest self-reflection on her teaching practices 
In trying to understand how levels of deep trust developed in the group, the following 
responses of Camara and Amon which focus on the “being mode” of participants might 
be helpful:  
It was more a kind of natural unfolding, in an opportunity for something 
new to emerge. So it's helped to sensitise me to my own story as a 
teacher, and also give me opportunities to develop that further with 
other people, to connect with their stories. It's not a singular journey, it's 
“being” [C:18]. 
It is so obvious that what we are doing is absolutely, in a sense working 
in the “being” mode. It’s the way we'd just come to the group being alert, 
with no axe to grind, or a victory to win, no battle to win. And that’s it for 
me. When I listen to the transcript, I again realise how much we learned 
to complement each other [A:15]. 
Thus these two participants described how they felt a new dimension of themselves 
opening up in the experience. The pervasive quality of trust mentioned by participants 
can be seen as a substrata of the group experience, on which the “being” mode was 
then built. Fromm (1976) described this mode as one in which people experience 
themselves experiencing openness and fuller self-awareness with the potential for “self-
renewal and self-increasing” (p. 29) (see Section 2.2.3). 
Further, Amon likens his experience of the “being mode” in the group, as akin to what 
occurred for him, when he was opening himself  to a “third thing” such as a work of art,  
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piece of music or a poem ( see Section 2.4.6.1).  The “being” mode experience of the 
group, the style of dialogue and interactions with peers, was a satisfying and self-
expansive experience reminding him of the dance of duelists described by Fromm (see 
Section 2.2.3): 
Fromm uses the term “alive”, as aliveness, being alert, being there, so 
that you yourself are naturally, drawn into the process to listen well, not 
sit and think other thoughts, just to sit and listen and hear others being 
alert. So you get this sort of experience that, you say something and 
another person sees something in what you say, and then another 
person and suddenly the picture unfolds. A new thing is being created 
that wasn't there before. I think I experienced the meeting as something 
like a “third thing” that just opens up in this immediate sense of trust and 
safety and maybe, creativity. It's about the wider aspects of life or the 
experience of  who you are, the joy of this complete new thing.  And we 
experienced that, and for me it is so great. [A:64]. 
The fully alive, alert experience which Amon describes, is an integral part of the “being 
mode”. Furthermore it points to the transcendence of “third-eye seeing “in which the 
mind, body and spirit are drawn into a single stream of presence, in which self-
increasing is made possible (see Section 2.4.6.1). 
4.3.2.2.2 Value of relationships 
There are multiple layers of inter-personal relationships that participants of the group 
had with each other. These layers arose for various reasons, including the need to give 
assistance in the planning of meetings and steering the group. They were also a 
consequence of the different levels of connection which members inherently felt with 
others in the group and pre-existing levels of friendship.  The layers of connection were 
not experienced in a contradictory manner but were supportive towards the goals of the 
group and were all necessary for the process of “clarifying  and affirming  our truth in the 
presence of others” (Chadsey & Jackson, 2012, p. 8).  Chadsey and Jackson (2012) 
term this process “sorting and sifting”.  Amon describes the multiple ways in which he 
perceived that participants in the group related to each other: 
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 It's interesting for me that we are not necessarily friends, I mean some 
individuals are, but it is not as if we will go and visit with our family. We 
are friends in this group…. And another element that came up as the 
group grew together, which I must qualify by saying, is that we're not 
friends, but we still like each other. There is a liking, and there is a love 
and that is even expressed sometimes in the group which is very 
special. This will always be part of the relationship even when we grow 
apart, we still have that bond. There are special relationships in the 
group. [A:32] 
Amon’s response indicates how the quality of connection between participants had an 
unusual nature. Furthermore, he provides illuminating insights into the quality of these 
connections by interrogating expressions of such as “friends”, “liking” and “love” which 
he sensed had existed in the group. The emphasis on the word “this” in his description, 
highlights how Amon perceived that the nature of the group impacted on the quality of 
relationships between its participants. Amon further describes the manner in which he 
perceived that the relationships which had formed were strong and resilient: 
We have a strong relationship in terms of trust, knowing each other and 
understanding each other and being in line, in terms of where we want 
to go to. I mean those talks we had, just between you and me, in giving 
guidance, planning the way forward. Obviously, that sets the tone for 
meetings, and made it possible to just discuss what happened. [A:33] 
Thus, Amon elaborates on how he felt that the quality and nature of relationships 
contributed to the process of dialogue and was a factor in progress towards the goal of 
enhanced understanding of the importance of relationship between participants. Nollet 
(2009) contends that because teaching has a strong emotional component it is 
necessary for teachers to develop and maintain such strong trusting relationships with 
other professional peers, students and within their communities. Further, the existence 
of strong relationships between participants, voiced in Amon’s responses elaborates 
understanding of the general sense of loyalty and ownership of the group previously 
discussed in Section 4.3.2.1.   
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Fronia’s description of relationship in the group on the other hand points to the quality of 
depth in relationships where she describes, “it feels like a sense of homecoming in 
terms of finding a community of teachers…” [F:3]. Her responses show how the initial 
pervading sense of comfort in the company of peers, deepens to one which has  a 
spiritual nature, “it’s more teaching soul friends” [F:3]. She then explains how these 
qualities of relationship enabled her to be truthful regarding herself as teacher: “people 
that I can relate to on a very deep level and with whom I can be honest about who I am 
as a teacher [F:3]. 
Fronia suggests that perhaps the reasons for the connection and depth of relationships 
between participants lay in the shared experience of being veteran teachers:  
You know, perhaps it would be very interesting to try a group with, not 
that I want to give up on this group, there is something special about 
this group. Maybe the fact that we are all veterans, all middle aged 
…There was an immediate shared connection. But I think, probably our 
biggest shared connection was around our teaching. [F:151]  
Similarly, Shasta elaborates on how surprised she was that even when group 
participants spoke about struggling with teaching experiences that were very different to 
her own, she was still able to share a deep resonance with them. She thus described 
being, “enriched tremendously by the discussion that goes on around me and I don't 
know what it is” [S:112]. She explains that this happened because she: 
…always listened to the conversations, because of what I'm teaching 
and the way our curriculum is so different. You people seem to have 
crunched everything into a short space of time whereas our time with 
content has doubled”. [S:112]  
This suggests that despite large differences in experiences, of subjects taught and also 
in curriculum design, group participants felt able to relate to each other because of their 
common interest in teaching. Shasta also explains how the sense of connection with the 
group was such that she was comfortable relating to the group using her preferred style 
which she had developed where she did not repeat ideas that had been voiced by 
others: 
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If I talk too much I am not able to listen as well as I need to sometimes. 
So I have slowly learned that if something has been said that I am in full 
agreement with, I don't need to repeat it. I can just acknowledge 
agreement in a very subtle way, and take it in. It has been said and 
whoever is present has heard it and we are either agreeing and if I'm in 
agreement, that’s it for me and then we move on from there. So I have, 
over the years developed that kind of style when I am in a group's 
session. [S:41] 
She elaborates further on her confidence in using her preferred personal style when   
relating to participants in the group and how this differed from other groups in which she 
had previously participated:  
There are some groups, where if you keep quiet it is like they keep on 
wondering and they ask you, “Why aren't you contributing? What's 
wrong with you?” That kind of uneasiness then develops for the group. 
Not for you, the individual, but for the rest of the members of the group. 
But with this group that never happened. It never happened, nobody 
seemed to feel uneasy, well I didn't become aware of it, and they didn't 
verbalise it in any way. And to me, the atmosphere just remained as it 
had started. And so that's why I felt comfortable in that situation [S:41]. 
This again refers to the level of comfort and trust which participants, such as Shasta, felt 
existed within the group. This allowed participants to relate to one another in their own 
personal and sometimes different styles. The development of relationship with members 
of the group was not easy for all members.  Camara, for example, reported that he 
found this to be difficult, and related that he felt “a little bit overwhelmed in a way” and 
noted that for him, building relationships with other group members seemed to not come 
“as easily as it does for the other members in the group” [C:94], suggesting that “I can't 
naturally easily, flowingly, smoothly connect” [C:94]. He further explained that he was 
unfamiliar with this as “it's new for me, it's a new thing. I'm not that comfortable in 
groups” [C:94]. 
Camara also elaborates on his experience of the “being” mode (see Section 2.2.3) as 
this relates to relationships with others. He views his participation in the group as two 
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forms of “being”, explaining that the experience of group participation was comprised of, 
“being” himself, as an individual, and simultaneously also “being” when connected to 
others in the group.  “I think of my “being” not as a solitary thing, it's a social thing. I'm 
fed and I feed, through the relationships” [C:18]. Thus Camara describes how 
relationships with others, although difficult to form, were of benefit to him. 
Although Camara had continual feelings of disconnection with others in the group, he 
indicates how he experienced an particular resonance with one person in the group 
which assisted with relationship building:  
And so there are opportunities for relationships to develop. But I still 
feel, to a large extent, that I don't really know much of the other people 
in group. I think I share with Moran, a resonance that is hard to put in 
words. I just know that it doesn't have to be a visible thing.  I just know 
that I share a sensitivity, a certain depth...I'm still a little bit unsure of the 
others, I'm not as convinced as I am in relation to Moran. I know that, 
my body knows it. I don't think that there has been as deeper 
connection between myself and the other people in the group. [C:18]. 
In this way Camara demonstrates an awareness of a difference in the quality and levels 
of his connectivity with different people in the group. He further explains that this 
experience is part of a personal pattern which he has seen before, “It’s easier when I 
can properly connect with individuals, rather than with a group. I find that I can almost 
not connect with a group” [C:86]. However, he goes on to describe how he has 
challenged himself to try and overcome this pattern: 
And so that is an important part to learn through experience. In a certain 
sense, I don't have too like it. But it's meaningful, and I would choose to 
do it because that is more human, than just the high or the good things 
or the meaningful things… I think that I was more isolated and I was 
more of a loner in the past, than I am now. So for me being in a group is 
like “Wow”! It's a bit overwhelming. So it's that new for me in a sense, 
that it's difficult for me. I don't have much past experience to compare it 
to. [C:85] 
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Camara’s reflection on the experience of finding difficulty in developing relationships 
can be seen as an example of what Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) refer to as a “growth 
competence”  which can come about through reflection with professional peers (see 
Section 2.2.1). Camara indicates his willingness to continue to develop professionally 
on the basis of internally directed learning, recognising that he would not be able to 
benefit from being “fed” [C:18] by the reflections shared in a collaborative peer group,  if 
he did not choose to challenge his difficulty in relating to a wider range of people. 
Similarly both Dabir and Shasta also express how they find that they were more readily 
able to relate to one group member, in comparison to others. Shasta describes the 
impact which Amon’s sharing in group meetings had on her: “I've found that when Amon 
said something, in reply to my sharing he sort of touched you, you know, he  touched 
you very deeply” [S:55]. 
Dabir on the other hand, expresses deep appreciation for Amon’s qualities in the 
following manner: 
I have to say having Amon in the group was very helpful. He is such a 
gentle and affirming personality. I think the affirmation that constantly 
comes for everybody and for me was helpful. This was something that I 
think played quite a good role in quickly establishing what we were 
doing. [D:29] 
Dabir and Shasta each highlighted how the presence of a participant, such as Amon, 
had unique significant benefits for each of them. Shasta describes the experience of a 
ready, deep resonance with Amon’s responses to her contributions, while Dabir 
explains how he felt particularly supported by Amon’s inputs in meetings and most 
significantly when dialogue in the group was just beginning to be established. Further, 
Shasta and Dabir’s responses indicate how relationships with members of the group 
and interactions between participants contributed to the warmth and hospitality of the 
meeting space. This again indicates how group meetings were not experienced as 
gatherings to solve each other’s problems by giving analysis or advice (see Section 
2.4.6.1), but to hear each other speak, and “to plant seeds of possibility in each other’s 
lives” (Livsey & Palmer, 1999, p. 11). 
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Thus all participants interviewed highlighted one or other helpful benefit which they 
enjoyed, as a consequence of the group offering opportunities for relationship building. 
Some responses specifically refer to the benefits of the “formation of communities of 
practice” which  Intrator (2002) contends  address the sense of privatism inherent in the 
work of teaching (see Section 2.4.5). Platforms for structured collective communication 
amongst peers need to be spaces of  “warm positive regard, collaborative problem 
solving, shared values, and respectful relationships” (Intrator, 2002, p. 6). Thus, the 
positive descriptions of the experience of relationship between members described in 
this section gives credence to the value of endeavours in professional development 
programmes aimed at creating platforms that encourage teachers to develop 
collaborative peer relationships. Reponses from participants in this study show how 
such relationships formed between members of the group, were both instructive and 
enjoyable. 
4.3.2.2.3 Discovery of selfhood 
"Know thyself” 
Inscription at the Delphic Oracle, 600 B.C. 
Opportunities for reflective practices, such as those offered in the group on which this 
study is based, offer occasions for continued professional growth, with particular focus 
on an increased knowledge of “who is the self that teaches” (Palmer, 1998, p. 6). When 
interviewed, the participants elaborated on moments in the meetings of the group when 
knowledge and understanding of their selfhood increased.  
Camara recalled that it was the Clearness committee (see Section 2.4.6) which was a 
particularly helpful experience of discovery of authentic selfhood: “like opening up of my 
experience, and that of other people for me. So that was really very meaningful to me” 
[C:12]. It is notable that Camara’s sense of enhanced clarity of selfhood in this 
experience depended both on him opening up to himself and also on the contribution of 
others to the process. Thus, it can be inferred that this kind of self-reflection, was 
possible for Camara because of the supportive presence of the group.  Further, in his 
response he specifically suggested that it was “The Clearness interview that made this 
possible for me”, and he elaborated on how this experience “was memorable in that it 
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was an opening up for me” [C:12]. The impact of this experience was such that Camara 
related that it was one that he would seek out further opportunities to experience:  
I still think I would like to take that type of thing further. For me, I need 
to connect the dots… It was more a kind of natural unfolding, once the 
opportunity had been there for something new to emerge. So it's helped 
to sensitise me to my own story as a teacher…I think that it's allowed 
me to become more aware of my “being “ with students because that's 
basically who I am with most of the time. [C:40] 
Furthermore, he also describes the benefit that this was having for his work with 
students: 
I could see earlier today how for example, a student who came to me 
was also not quite sure about herself… She hadn't grasped that it was 
the recognition of her specialness, and this related to what she is 
actually doing, that was missing.  She was almost moved to tears. Not 
because she is unhappy but because of her self-discovery. And that, I 
love that. It energises me in a life-giving way. [C:53] 
Camara’s expression of feelings or emotions related to his work can be seen as what 
Hochschild (2003) suggests is  the embodiment of a sense of calling in teaching.  This 
is related to the high emotional quotient of all the connections which this work requires. 
It is work where the attainment of goals depends not on the specific methods adopted, 
but relies heavily on the display of a genuine human presence in the connection 
teachers can create in each voice-to-voice, face-to-face, and heart-to-heart interface, 
with their peers, their students, and also to the content they teach.  
In the above response Camara provides an example of how the experience of his own 
self-discovery led to him to guide the student to this as the missing link required for 
making her own work meaningful. Thus Camara’s experience related here, confirms 
why self-discovery in reflective peer groups has benefits for both the participants 
themselves and for those they serve. As Chadsey and Jackson (2012) suggest: 
We engage in dialogue with others in the circle—a dialogue about 
things that matter. As this “sorting and sifting” goes on, and we are able 
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to clarify and affirm our truth in the presence of others, that truth is more 
likely to overflow into our work and lives.          
Shasta also related how participation in the group had assisted in clarifying her 
selfhood, rather than opening up newness of selfhood. She related that “what I really 
noticed about myself is, what I initially regarded, as a negative about myself, I actually 
afterwards viewed as a positive” [S:79].  She described how “after the group meetings 
and dialogue” she undertook self-exploration of her perception that she was “too laid-
back, too relaxed”, coupled with memories which she had of “people saying to me that I 
was working at the wrong pace”. After self-reflection on this aspect of herself she also 
invited her students’ opinions of her personal style related to the pace of work in to the 
module she was teaching. In her further responses she related enhanced self- 
knowledge and self-acceptance: “what I learnt, I could then accept that that is who I am 
and that's how I function. That's how I operate and the work always gets done” [S:79] 
This suggests that having had the opportunity to explore her selfhood more fully, Shasta 
found that she could affirm her selfhood more confidently.  
For Fronia, a notable consequence of participation in the group was a greater self-
awareness: 
Certainly the one most helpful experience for me has been a 
development of an awareness of myself as a teacher. I have become 
far more aware that who I am, does determine who I am as a teacher. 
That it determines how I teach.  I think it is a healthy awareness. I think 
it is an awareness that I often lacked prior to participation in the group. I 
think I also specifically started to think of myself as a teacher, as 
opposed to my teaching [F:51] 
Fronia clearly noticed the unfolding of a self-discovery process in the form of general 
enhanced self-awareness, which she directly ascribed to participation in the group. In 
her response she alluded to this being a positive experience of clarification of selfhood 
and indicated that this enhanced clarity in self-awareness positively affected her work 
as a teacher. 
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Amon relates his experience of self-discovery to the “inner teacher” [A:18] and as being 
underpinned by a sense of affirmation which he both gave to himself and which he 
received from peers in the group. Furthermore he described it as a spiritual experience:   
Everybody's free to talk and everybody is free to just as his own inner 
teacher shows him to make an input. That when that inner teacher 
speaks, you come in, and in that, you contribute to the building of the 
bigger picture. For me, in a sense, it's also a spiritual experience in 
terms of a deep sense of a spiritual togetherness. So it’s like a blending 
of spirits, which I think is rare in any type of discussion. I sensed that.  I 
feel a sense of spiritual satisfaction. [A: 18] 
Korthagen (2004) describes this kind of spiritual experience as being related to meaning 
and mission (see Section 2.2.1). Furthermore, Korthagen (2004) notes that when 
uncovering one’s inwardness as mission one becomes “aware of one’s own existence 
within a larger whole, and the role we see for ourselves in relation to our fellow man”, 
and one discovers what is at the root of one’s “personal inspiration” (p.  9).  
Amon also indicated that his self-discovery, made possible by group participation, was 
in part, an uncovering an essence of goodness within himself: 
Being affirmed, being okay, sensing, “Well this is actually something 
good in me that I never sensed. This is me and it's okay”. That 
experience is what the group is all about. It also helps me to again 
emphasise the fact that it's not your knowledge that's going to pull you 
through. It's who you are and what's inside you. You have to work on 
that. You have to grow in terms of the understanding and acceptance of 
who you are and be at peace with who you are. To understand this is 
vital in your success as a teacher. You don't run away from yourself, 
you affirm yourself. Obviously work on the rough edges, but who you 
basically are, what your gut tells you comes from where your emotional, 
cognitive and spiritual intelligence overlap. I trust my gut and go for it! 
[A:99].  
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Amon uses the terms “inner teacher” and “gut “in an interchangeable manner.  He 
clearly explains how his sense of selfhood is arranged into senses, intellect and spirit 
and how he views his inner landscape to be the source of who he is.  
4.3.2.2.4 Summary 
In order to reveal particularly helpful aspects of the experience of participation in the 
collaborative, peer reflection group, a detail analysis of responses in interviews has 
been described and interpreted. The self-selected particular benefits which the 
interviewees describe as flowing from their experience of participation in a group of this 
nature, were categorised into three themes:  sense of trust and vulnerability, value of 
relationships and discovery of selfhood. In keeping with the constructivist interpretivist 
research paradigm the interpretation of these themes sought to describe fully each 
individual’s perception of the experience, without making too many comparisons 
between responses.  
The next section will seek to describe changes which participants described in self- 
perception of themselves and their classroom practices, as possibly ascribed to 
participation in the group. 
4.3.2.3 Changes in perceptions of self and of teaching practice  
The formational approach used in Circles of Trust®, described in Section 2.4.6.1, is 
based on teachers exploring their inner landscape in order to connect more fully with 
what they choose to do in their work. The concepts of the inner landscape as: true self, 
identity, integrity and authenticity were described and discussed in terms of how these 
can change over the period of a teacher’s life. Furthermore, sense of vocation was also 
explored as a significant aspect of the inwardness of teachers (see Section 2.2.1). 
Three questions in the interviews focused on the description of possible self-perceived 
changes in the selfhood or teaching practices of participants, which could be ascribed to 
their participation in the group. These questions were: What changes can you identify in 
your perception of yourself as a teacher related to your participation in the group? What 
changes can you describe in your perception of your teaching practice related to your 
participation in the group? What personal or professional changes, if any, do you 
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ascribe to conversations in the “talk about teaching” group? Participants’ responses to 
these questions will be described in the sections which follow. 
4.3.2.3.1 Self-perception of changes in knowledge and understanding of self 
Participants’ responses can be grouped into five themes, namely: true self, identity, 
integrity, authenticity and vocation. These themes will be discussed both in terms of 
changes in participants’ perceptions of self-knowledge and clarity of selfhood, as 
stemming from their participation in the group.  
True self 
In Section 2.2.2 the “true self” is described as one’s “original giftedness” and as being 
larger than oneself – a spirituality of a deeper place inside that does not alter, that was 
part of who were when we came into the world. 
Amon, uses the term “gut” when referring to his true self, and suggests that he senses 
that he can “rely on something inside of me, to just steer the situation in the right 
direction” [A:99].  He speaks of how this aspect of himself was particularly affected by 
his participation in the group: 
I think, for me, it has a big sense of affirmation as well. For me as a 
person, it affirmed me. Not only the topics that we covered affected me, 
but the process in the group did. I experienced the affirmation of its 
“Okay to be who you are.” [A:50]   
Thus Amon expresses a sense of satisfaction with his true self which he suggests that 
that the process of participation in the group had assisted him to uncover.  This 
indicates a sense in Amon of recognition of  what is his  “original giftedness” (Palmer, 
2004, p. 12).  Furthermore, Amon details specifically what it was in the group process 
which assisted in uncovering this sense of the essence of himself: 
It’s getting this person to continue with the process of thinking, until it 
becomes clear to him or herself that I found very unique. That's not 
often the case. Not often is a person given that latitude to just go on. 
That felt amazing. [A;111] 
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Amon also describes how his understanding of his true self implies knowledge of the 
raw material of self, including a realistic view of one’s limitations: 
And  I am here with my “gut”, and who I am is also with my background 
and my black, dark side and also my bright side. This is who I am. But I 
can make this difference. I need to be a firelighter, for instance. That is 
what I'm here for. [A:96] 
In this description Amon refers to the “inclinations and proclivities”, as his dark side 
which Palmer (2000) contends needs to be sifted in finding true self, “as this kind of 
person rather than that, or that, or that (italics in original text)”. Korthagen (2009, p.9) 
suggests that when a practitioner finds “the connection with one’s core potentials in the 
here-and-now” a creative process can surface, “bringing the person into a state of flow 
in which new possibilities are enacted”. As a consequence, difficulties are no longer 
simply experiences or problems to be solved, but there is potential to be in a new 
relationship with them such that they allow for “actualizing one’s full potential in the 
here-and-now” (Korthagen 2009, p.9). Amon‘s response above indicates that he 
experienced this sense of empowerment, which overcame his awareness of his 
limitations, as necessary for clarity of selfhood, and explains how this can be put to 
service. 
Searching for true self in a reflective, peer group is something which Camara describes 
as difficult for him, particularly given that he felt unfamiliar with group settings such as 
this: 
There will be times when there is less and there will be times when 
there is more connection. And so that is an important part to learn 
through experience. In a certain sense, I don't have to like it. But it's 
meaningful, and I would choose to do it, because that is more human 
than just to find the good things or the meaningful things.  There are 
also times when that is not possible. So I think maybe it also relates 
to… I think that I was more isolated and more of a loner in the past, 
than I am now. So for me being in a group is like “Wow”!  it's a bit 
overwhelming. [C:85] 
 
 
 
 
151 
 
In this response Camara acknowledges that at heart his true self is a “loner”, and that 
this became clear through his experiences in the group, of feeling overwhelmed at 
times. His further responses point to a greater clarity of his core qualities when speaks 
of a new recognition of his work in terms of love:  
The two examples I mentioned to you are kinds of cases in point where 
it shows me that it's happening.  I'm not used to talking about my work 
as love  and all that …in those kinds of words. But they seem 
appropriate. I love seeing the change in a student who comes in here 
struggling. They are stuck, confused, they are unsure and then, in 
talking with them, I seeing it happening right in front of me. That's like a 
miracle. I'm watching this change and I'm saying “You don't have to tell 
me, I see you. Your body is telling me you are different now than when 
you came in”. [C:72] 
In this response Camara describes a sense of wonder and delight within himself when  
work and true self were joined in what Palmer (2004, p. 13) calls the connection 
between “soul and role”. Furthermore, Camara’s response also refers to what  
Noordhoff (2012) describes as the rewarding exploration of the work of reconciling a  
teacher’s inner life to his/her action in the world. 
Shasta relates how the conversations in the group assisted her in gaining clarity with 
respect to her true personal style of relating to her students.  When she heard other 
participants talking about being vulnerable, she asked herself,” is that why I don't like 
losing control, because I feel vulnerable”?  When she sorted through her personal truth 
related to the issue of vulnerability versus need for control, she recognised that she was 
indeed the “leader in the classroom “ despite her style of letting “things go a little, being 
more relaxed” and that there were times when “you need to draw it in”. She further 
related, “So that did help me” [S:102]. This again refers to the deliberation required 
within oneself of the kind of person one truly is, when searching for one truly personal 
style of relating - “this kind of person rather than that, or that, or that” (Palmer, 2000).  
Dabir related how he had been grappling with his sense of true self in several contexts 
outside of the group and how he had come to a more positive sense of who he was:  
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My personal growth has come on. This is not necessarily coming from 
out of the groups’ influence. It’s probably because I have grown through 
actually acknowledging that I'm not a total washout.  In fact it's gone as 
far as knowing that I'm actually quite okay. If I do make mistakes I'm 
able to cope with that and not get so annoyed and angry with myself.  
So I am sure that part of it has to do with interactions, that we have as 
part of this group but also the other interactions that I have. All in all, 
yes, it does come together. So the way you see yourself is important. If 
you are insecure you're not going to be able to teach like that. [D:46] 
Thus Dabir contended that the greater clarity which he experienced regarding his true 
self had been an empowering experience. Furthermore it had given him a greater sense 
of coherence within himself and has had positive consequences for his work in 
teaching.   
Thus in summary many of these responses refer repeatedly to the “sorting and sifting”  
which these participants engaged in, in order to “be able to clarify and affirm  truth of 
selfhood  in the presence of others” (Chadsey & Jackson, 2012, p. 8). Furthermore, in 
many instances this had consequences for their life and work. 
4.3.2.3.2 Identity and integrity 
Thoughtful consideration of the construct of identity is crucial to understanding how 
teachers function and in Section 2.2.3 it was pointed out that identity is viewed as 
something which is dynamic and can be learned. Many researchers make a clear 
distinction between personal identity and professional identity and inconsistencies 
between these are of particular interest to the teaching profession, and are related to 
the theme ‘we teach who we are’. Thus, the need for integrity as a form of consistency 
of identities is necessary for the teaching professional.  
Noordhoff (2012) views identity as something which is both, “multifaceted and moving” 
and she sees the construction of identity, as shaped in the tension of paradoxes, as for 
example in interactions with “people who have sustained me and people who have hurt 
me” (p. 55). This notion contains the idea that facets of identity when constructed would 
include, “mysterious selfhood, such as one’s genetics, and gifts and limits” (Noordhoff, 
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2012, p. 54). Similarly, Geijsels and Meijers (2005) understand identity to be the, “ever-
changing configuration of interpretations that individuals attach to themselves as related 
to the activities they participate in” (p. 423). These authors focus on the potential which 
all human beings have of learning identity and argue that as a “moving” construct, 
identity is continually learned, partially as a process of social construction, but also with 
individual sense-making involved. They explain that for the formation of professional 
identity, these two processes should best be closely related to each other. Furthermore, 
they state that before learning about identity can take place, both cognitive and 
emotional perspectives of the individual must be known by the individual and have to be 
included. Beijaard et al. (2004) also see identity as constantly being formed, and for the 
teaching profession describe this as the, “process of practical knowledge-building, 
characterised by an on-going integration of what is individually and collectively seen as 
relevant to teaching (p. 123). Thus the notion of integration points to the way teachers 
can strive towards a more elegant wholeness and coherence for their personhood in 
their role as teachers.  
Fronia’s responses to questions of changes in her knowledge and understanding of her 
selfhood, and her perception of whether group participation had an influence on this,  
are insightful: 
There has been a development of an awareness of myself as a teacher. 
I have become far more aware that who I am, does determine who I am 
as a teacher, that it determines how I teach,  and I think it is a healthy 
awareness. [F:51] 
She describes seeing aspects of her identity as teacher more plainly, and she notes that 
this growth in awareness is gratifying, because of the ready connection which she sees 
this having with her teaching. In her further responses, she elaborated on how this 
growing self-awareness was related to elements that form part of her identity:  
I've spoken in the group about the dual nature of my identity.  It’s the 
fact that I’m a pharmacist and a teacher and how I struggled with that. 
It's hard to separate the things that have been happening in my life at 
the same time. My exploration of the tension between those two things, 
is also part of my PhD study. [F:51] 
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Fronia here indicates that clarity regarding her identity has entailed acknowledgement of 
the complexity of her professional roles of both teacher and pharmacist.  She noted that 
work on finding clarity regarding this, had been part of the topic which she chose for her 
doctoral study. This refers to how Geijsels and Meijers (2005) understand identity to be 
the, “ever-changing configuration of interpretations that individuals attach to themselves 
as related to the activities they participate in” (p. 423). Furthermore, Fronia gave details 
of both tensions and insights which had contributed to her efforts to attain greater 
understanding of herself, related to her role and identity: 
Prior to participation in the group, I think it was an awareness in which I 
was often just trying to think specifically of myself as a teacher, as 
opposed to my teaching. I think in many senses I used my excitement 
about being a teacher, my sense of calling to be a teacher as most 
pivotal.  I think the group has certainly contributed to my being able to 
come to a point of saying who I really am, and seeing who I really am, 
as a teacher.   I've been able to bring those two aspects into a real 
balance and say “I’m both, I'm a teacher and a pharmacist, I'm an 
academic pharmacist, whose passion is really teaching”.  [F:51] 
Fronia explains that participation in a group of teaching peers, in particular, assisted in 
her growth of awareness of how she principally viewed the teaching component of her 
identity. She describes her insight into what it is within her teaching which she viewed 
as most prominent and emotionally satisfying. Geijsels and Meijers (2005) contend  that 
before learning about the identity can take place, both cognitive and emotional 
perspectives of the individual must be known by the individual and have to be included. 
These authors also note that for the formation of professional identity, these two 
processes should best be closely related to each other. Fronia’s closing response can 
be viewed as an example of such formation of professional identity. Fronia indicates 
that she not only has greater clarity of her identity as teacher as being core to her 
selfhood, but further that this is part of a balanced nexus, of growing integrated 
wholeness in her sense of identity.  
Fronia expressed insight into the need to clarify her identity and related that she saw 
“the importance of doing that for my growth as a teacher, in fact for my growth as a 
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person” [F:7]. Furthermore, she showed understanding of the link between identity and 
integrity as part of “my development towards a greater wholeness of who I am. To the 
way of integrating my teaching into my whole life and integrating who I am as a person 
into my teaching” [F:7]. Section 1.2 highlighted Palmer’s (1998) contention that, “good 
teaching cannot be reduced to a technique: good teaching comes from the identity and 
integrity of the teacher” (italics in original) (p. 10). He elaborates on this understanding 
by describing identity as “an evolving nexus” where all the forces that constitute an 
individual’s life “converge in the mystery of self”. Fronia’s confidence in her statement 
“I'm a teacher and a pharmacist, I'm an academic pharmacist, whose passion is really 
teaching” [F:51] can be seen as evidence of the convergence which Palmer refers to. 
Dabir, on the other hand, when asked to relate knowledge of self, describes how he 
gained insight into how he had been using a mask to hide behind:  
Earlier in my teaching I would have always used a mask. My mask was 
mathematics. You've got your mathematics face so you’re going to 
teach like this. It was hiding behind the security of knowing exactly 
where things were going, exactly where they were coming from.  That 
mask has gone and I'm no longer insecure about even trying to use it to 
cover up, even when for example somebody asks a question and I have 
no clue of what the answer is. And that, for me, was the biggest 
difference…, when I did that one day I went “okay.” And I did actually 
monitor myself at that time. [D:63] 
Dabir’s response indicates that he had earlier adopted an identity related to the subject 
he taught, in an unreflective manner, and that he had not examined how this correlated 
with his selfhood.  He described testing himself to see what emerged when he could 
hold onto the identity as being the source of knowledge in his subject and he relates 
moments of difficulty for him, in uncovering the mask. However, he sensed that he 
should not be discouraged by these difficulties and noted how through group 
participation he experienced encouragement through such difficulties as these changes 
related to his unexamined selfhood. He described how group participation was 
“enabling me to be able to handle situations in the classroom better”. Furthermore he 
linked this experience with removing masks to the deeper issue of “teaching who you 
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are”, and he concluded that “the influence of trust in the group, has rubbed off on me, so 
I'm able to deal with things” [D:96]. 
Shasta described how the experience of recalling teacher role models in a group 
meeting assisted in explaining an aspect of herself. She thus related how she 
understood herself better, when she questioned why a specific teacher had been a 
memorable role model for her: 
‘Why is it that that teacher is the one that stays with me?’ And it doesn't 
matter when I talk about or think about teaching and the teachers that I 
had. This English teacher that I had, comes to my mind. He had such a 
passion for what he did and I think it was that that makes me think of 
him.  No matter what I did in life, if I could have the same passion in 
what I do, that he had, for teaching us  when he taught us English. 
[S:121] 
This account of how an influential teacher served as a role model for Shasta, refers to 
the manner in which Noordhoff (2012) views the construction of identity , as shaped in 
the tension of paradoxes such as interactions with “people who have sustained me and 
people who have hurt me” (p. 55). For Shasta, the exercise of recalling her teacher role 
model served to provide insight into what she had identified in him that she wanted to 
imitate in her teaching and thus clarify an as aspect of her identity as a particular 
English teacher. 
Amon described that clarity of identity coupled with integrity, “is something that strikes a 
chord everywhere” [A:50]. Amon consults in various sectors engaged in education and 
describes how for him, “it's the affirmation and clarification of what has been fermenting 
in me for a long time” [A:50]. Furthermore, he related that understanding selfhood 
requires that, “you don't run away from yourself, you affirm yourself and also …work on 
the rough edges” [A:99].  He coupled this with an emphasis on how one “grows in terms 
of the understanding and acceptance of who you are, and being at peace with ‘who you 
are’”. He further explained that it is not “your knowledge that's going to pull you through, 
in teaching. It's “who you are” and what's inside you that you have to work on. This is 
vital for success in teaching” [A:99]. 
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Similarly, Camara also described his long period of growth in self-understanding which 
developed over many years:  
If I look back it probably goes back about 7 years, when I started 
meeting with  a friend … Something happened there and from that 
experience it opened my soul, in a sense that I realised, “Hang on, 
something is happening in my body, I'm different here”. And that has 
grown and then it's popped up in other places. It has made me very 
aware of the need I have to connect. If you had asked me 10 years ago 
to describe my selfhood, I probably would have emphasised the 
importance of discipline and working hard… bribing myself, being 
focused on content and objectives, concentrating on goals and those 
kinds of things.  These were kind of okay but they didn't seem to relate 
that personally to me. I am discovering something within myself, which I 
did not intend to do, but in realising there was something else, “Oh this 
is different. This is enlivens me, this is revitalising”. [C:77] 
In this response Camara, describes the realisation that a previously adopted identity as 
a goal driven, objectives specific selfhood, was not his true identity. Within reflective 
conversations, including within the group, he has come to recognise that he finds a 
deep level of satisfaction in connections with people and with his students. This 
suggests that for Camara, identity is what by Sugrue (2005) describes as a dynamic 
construct and is continually formed at the, “nexus between ontological security and 
existential anxiety” (p. 9).  
The clarification of identity and integrity is a process described in the guidelines of 
Circles of Trust® as fostering  a sense of reconnection  to one's identity and integrity - 
identifying  and honouring  gifts and strengths, and acknowledging limits (Nollet, 2009, 
p. 57). 
4.3.2.3.3 Authenticity 
As mentioned in Section 2.2.4, authenticity, which is part of selfhood, requires that one 
has a strong sense of self.  It requires knowledge and awareness of what otherness 
exists, in order to be able to make contrasts which will finally create a more coherent, 
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congruent sense of selfhood. Reflection is therefore integral to the development of 
authenticity. 
Shasta related that after group meetings she would “go home, able to reflect, without 
those negative feelings of guilt, not any of that coming out” [S:60]. She further described 
how the reflective mode of the group would assist her to continue with reflection over 
longer periods of time and that she was continually reassured in her reflections: 
You can go away and reflect in a positive way on what you do, how you 
do it, knowing full well that other people in the group who had shared 
with you just a while ago were also doing so.  There were also 
reflections on how they did things and how they felt sometimes in the 
same classroom setup as your own. [S:60]   
This response of Shasta can be seen as a growing sense of authenticity as she 
reviewed her classroom practices, in the light of what others in the group had described 
in their accounts of teaching experiences. Shasta mentioned a specific account which 
Fronia gave of a critical moment in her teaching which involved tension. 
Fronia spoke about a situation when a student confronted her, and how 
that gripped her and challenged her. I've never had that experience 
personally, but I do know that having been in the group helped me. I 
reflected that if that were to happen to me in the future I will be better 
prepared.  I won't be taken completely off guard, and taken by surprise.  
Maybe I would know how to handle it better. [S:60] 
Thus Shasta infers that the reflexive mode of meetings was helpful as this was carried 
into her life and work in the days after meetings. She gave an example of how she 
considered that she would be able to respond to a type of challenging tension in her 
classroom in a more authentic manner, as a result of what she heard and learned from 
others in the group. Shasta’s response refers to what Connor and Killian (2005) 
contends is an authentic awareness of the  individual consciousness - “what is alive in 
us”, so that we are able to beneficially participate in, “life-serving analysis”, in our 
actions and conversations with others (p. 341) (see Section 2.2.4.1). 
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Furthermore, Shasta related  a different  experience  which contained an  example of  
knowledge of selfhood interwoven with living authentically, what Nepo (2005, p. 42) 
describes as “close to her experience”.  Shasta described how “I'm aware that there are 
times when I want to be in control, I actually don't like feeling that things are running 
away from me”.  She related that this encompassed a conscious knowledge of self, 
such that “if the noise level gets too much, and I feel I can't bring it back to where I want 
to be, I will walk out of class” [S:98]. Thus Shasta’s account of her self-awareness while 
holding tension within herself, as she tries to quiet a noisy class, demonstrates a pre-
requisite for authenticity. Nepo (2005) contends that authenticity requires that one 
remains transparent to oneself until “what we experience is what we feel”, all the while 
also guarding our inner selves (p. 42) (see Section 2.2.4).  Shasta attributed her 
learning of authentic selfhood, in this manner, to her participation in the group. 
Amon related that he viewed the central focus of the group “How do you bring the 
teacher back into teaching?”[A:95] as a quest for greater authenticity in his work,  and 
he suggested that this theme was not totally new for him: 
I have known for some time the “person” is the important thing in 
teaching... For me, being part of the group brought that to a more 
conscious level and affirmed that it is what teaching is all about. It made 
me much more convinced that this is the way to go. This is what makes 
teachers, or anybody, change. It's that when you allow his, or her, 
“being” to come to the front and to be affirmed [A:48]. 
Amon said that he saw the teacher as pivotal in the learning environment. This 
understanding, he explained, had been strengthened within him by his participation in 
the group. He further contended that it is in the authentic “being” of the teacher, where 
the potential for change lies. Amon’s understanding correlates with Cranton and 
Carusetta’s (2004) transformative learning concept of authenticity (see Section 2.2.4.2). 
These authors contend that learning authenticity for teachers requires that faculty staff 
from different disciplines engage in collective critical reflection on social norms about 
teaching.  Learning authenticity, they furthermore contend, requires disengagement 
from norms which an individual teacher does not accept, and differentiating what is 
genuine for their way of being, from the collective of teachers. Amon suggested that a 
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holistic approach to support teachers professional practice, which includes the selfhood 
of the teacher, is “the way to go”. 
Fronia related how she had come to an enhanced, fuller awareness of “being” within the 
learning environment. She described how her sense of self-awareness had altered from 
one of reflection-on practice, to reflection-in practice. Furthermore. she noted that this 
had implications for increased authenticity in her practice.  She described how this has 
the benefit of allowing her access to a wider range of attentiveness and resourcefulness 
in her classroom learning environment: 
I used to have a very kind of disciplined practice of walking out of the classroom 
and for a long time, sitting down and physically writing on my classroom notes  
what had happened in that class and reflecting on this. I have freed myself from 
having to do that. Maybe I got lazy. No, I don't think it is that. I think there is just, 
within the classroom now, not only much more of an awareness of the classroom 
dynamics, but also of the effect I have on those dynamics. While in the 
classroom I have this greater awareness of myself as a teacher, and a greater 
awareness of the impact that I can have on the classroom dynamics. I'm 
constantly able to think, ‘Okay, what's happening here? …What can I do to re-
adjust or change this situation?’ [F:78] 
The change that Fronia describes in her awareness, relates to a knowledge of authentic 
selfhood and of who she is as a teacher. She was also aware of how she affected the 
type and the quality of the learning interactions in her classroom and she sensed her 
capacity to effect changes to these.  In Section 2.4.3 it was noted that Korthagen (2004) 
relates how patterned thinking in teachers, when trying to find solutions to problems 
from old memories, involves the “downloading” of solutions from our brain (p.9).  Fronia 
described how she had previously only relied on her familiar reflection-on practice 
mode, to find solutions after her classes. Korthagen (2009) contends that these old 
practices in a teacher’s repertoire can limit the potential to find fundamentally new and 
different approaches as they hold us in our routine ways of responding to problems.  
Furthermore, Fronia described how her earlier practice had altered because of her 
increased self-knowledge and her sense of authentic presence in her classroom. 
Through a new found fuller sense of presence in the classroom, and insights into the 
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implications which her selfhood has on classroom dynamics, she found that she related 
to students in a more authentic manner, as teaching moments arose: 
So rather than after the time thinking about what happened there, it frees me to 
be present in the moment in the classroom. To react to the moment in the 
classroom, not to go in with my set agenda of what we are going to get through, 
the agenda of “come what may, regardless of the students”. It has allowed me to 
take the students into account far more, to be more student focused in my 
teaching…It’s the freedom from having to perform. Yet, I am finding that I am 
then able to express my passion about the subject that I’m teaching in a more 
powerful way.  [F:85] 
Fronia described how she viewed it necessary to free herself both from adherence to 
her old reflective practices and her reliance on implementation of fairly rigid teaching 
plans during classes. This had contributed to a new “sense of presence” and boldness 
in her classroom. She described that her previously held theory was that “if you were to 
focus more on yourself, and not focus on others with you in the classroom, it would 
enhance the quality of my teaching” [F:79]. However, she explained that she had come 
to see that this theory was no longer valid for her teaching practice:  
I suppose what I'm saying is a contradiction. Actually being more aware 
of who I am in this situation, frees me in many ways to focus more on 
who the students are, and respond more to them in the moment. [F:81] 
Fronia described how a new found pivotal basis of understanding and awareness of 
who she is, gave her the scope for the inclusion of greater focus on the students in a 
learning environment. This can be seen to exemplify a teacher who arrives at a state of 
“presence” (see Section 2.3.2). Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) describe “presence” 
from the teacher’s point of view as “the experience of bringing one’s whole self to full 
attention, so as to perceive what is happening in the moment (p. 9). Korthagen (2009) 
contends that it is when teachers arrive at a level of being wholly present where, 
“connection with one’s core potentials in the here-and-now”, becomes possible for the 
teacher. In addition he describes how, “a creative process can surface bringing the 
person into a state of flow in which new possibilities are enacted”.(p. 9). Similarly Fronia 
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expressed how she had come to sense new possibilities and freedom entering her 
teaching practice: 
I'm probably quieter as a teacher, yet more passionate. ..It’s the 
freedom from having to perform and yet am finding that I am then able 
to express my passion about the subject that I’m teaching in a stronger 
way. [F:85] 
…that growing awareness of myself, and my growing awareness of 
myself as a teacher, has certainly changed me on a personal level. My 
classroom is really I suppose, my domain and I'm, in many senses 
along with the students, free to create whatever environment or 
atmosphere I can or we can or we want to. [F:91] 
For Fronia “growth in knowledge, understanding and awareness of the inner landscape, 
own authentic selfhood” (Palmer, 1998, p. 39) proved helpful for herself  and for the 
students she serves and she described how she relates to her teaching with new 
awareness. Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) contend that this type of awareness allows 
for bringing one’s full potential into the here-and-now. Thus, there is an understanding 
that the source and nature of complex facets that lie at the root of a sense of vocation 
for teachers lies within their inner landscape.  
Williams and Power (2010, p. 116) suggests that the type of awareness which Fronia 
described allows for “rapid interpretation and action in the moment”, which they term 
“reflection-in-action”. In this manner, Fronia’s fuller sense of authenticity, has 
additionally enabled her to no longer rely only on the limiting nature of reflective problem 
solving on-practice. In addition, Fronia related how she plans to stay in teaching, 
because she had found that the work was aligned to her authentic sense of self: 
I realise now that when I am struggling financially and I could be 
earning a lot more in other places, there is something that keeps me 
teaching. Maybe a few years ago, before we started this group, it 
would've been, much easier to get out. Now I don't think could ever get 
out. [F:93] 
 
 
 
 
163 
 
Thus, Fronia’s commitment to continue serving students as a teacher can be seen to be 
an example of Palmer’s (2007) argument that: 
 As people grow in authentic selfhood, not only will one find the joy that 
every human being seeks, we will also find our path of authentic service 
in the world, and act in ways that are life giving for us and all whose 
lives we touch. Whatever we do to care for true self, is in the long run, a 
gift to the world. (p .39) 
Some of Fronia’s responses above have already indicated that she considered that it 
was through her participation in the reflective practices of the group, modelled on 
Circles of Trust®, that she came to an awareness of her authentic self.  Furthermore, 
she explicitly stated that her “experience of the group has been my first real exploration 
of who I am, as a teacher” [F:160]. She claimed that this discovery of authentic selfhood  
“has been some of the real value of the group. It’s given me the real opportunity to do 
that, along with others, assisting, and walking with others on the journey too” [F:162]. 
Fronia also described why her experience of participation in the group had contributed 
to her knowledge of authentic selfhood:  
I think that possibly because I've changed on a personal level, if that 
makes sense. Having had an experience, in the group, of what it feels 
like when one is able to be truly who you are, which would normally 
have been be a very vulnerable thing  in any other group. [F:92] 
Thus Fronia noted how for her, it was specifically the trusting environment in the group 
(see Section 4.3.2.2.1) which contributed to a newfound sense of authentic selfhood. 
This can be viewed as a source of satisfaction and sense of wellbeing which flow from 
her work as a teacher, and which create her loyalty and commitment to teaching. 
Camara responded at length to the question inquiring whether there were any self-
perceived changes within himself, which he would ascribe to participation in the group: 
It’s difficult to identify, because it is not a behaviour, it’s more an internal 
shift, an attitude shift, that was not intended, but discovered after it 
happened. I found that through those experiences, some of my 
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subsequent behaviour, regarding teaching and learning and interaction, 
has changed. [C:18] 
Thus Camara indicates that the changes which he perceived within himself, were not 
something which he sought, but could be considered a by-product of the experiences of 
group participation: 
I couldn’t go back and say, “This is why this has happened.” But it 
wasn’t something that I intentionally thought as in, “Okay, now I must go 
and do this”. It was more a kind of natural unfolding, once the 
opportunity had been there for something new to emerge. So it’s helped 
to sensitise me to my own story as a teacher, and also give me 
opportunities to develop that further with other people. C:18] 
Camara noted that there were other sources, outside of the group, such as 
conversations with others, which were also a basis for the change which he perceived 
within himself. He also recognised that what was emerging from within himself, had long 
been a possibility, but one which had not yet fully emerged, and was now being 
strengthened by his participation in the group: 
It’s an old thing, but it is getting stronger as I see it happening in my 
interactions with the students. It becomes more and more convincing 
because it grows and I can see it growing.  [C:63] 
Camara related that there was an entirely different quality to his personhood in his 
teaching and learning environment: 
I see myself more as a person that encourages teaching, than before, 
where I was a teacher, teaching. There is a greater awareness and 
presence of that person, that “being” a presence for students, rather 
than, “here's the work, let's get on with it”. I see myself more as a 
“presence”, as a personal presence, as representing something about 
“being’ a human being”. [C:57] 
He suggested that the technical or rational aspects of himself in his role as teacher, had 
given way to a sense of being wholly present as in the “presence” defined by Rodgers 
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and Raider-Roth (2006): “Presence from the teacher’s point of view is the experience of 
bringing one’s whole self to full attention so as to perceive what is happening in the 
moment” (p. 9) (see Section 2.3.2). Camara explained that when he was fully present to 
students in this manner, he modelled a fullness of humanity, which he hoped would 
resonate with his students and enable them to also find their own authentic humanity, 
rather than a mere intellectual selfhood: 
It's like me trying to invite them into relationship with themselves, with 
me, with life.  Somehow hoping to just open up, to invite and to maybe, 
if they are ready to be there, as a “presence” so that they can possibly 
relate to that. It is not just as in “this is the lecturer, here we are sitting, 
let's get on with content”.  But to experience that there is actually a 
“presence” here, and ask what is that actually about”?  [C:58] 
Camara’s description of his intention to engage with students in the learning 
environment from a holistic sense of presence can be seen as an example of the 
outcome of growth in authenticity within teachers.  Kreber et al. (2007 p. 173) note that 
qualities such as “trustworthiness,” “genuineness,” “realness” and “congruence”, will 
manifest with growth in authenticity. Camara recognised that his authentic modelling of 
these qualities had the potential to assist student learning of them. Furthermore, he 
described tensions with his previously conceived notions of teaching and  learning: 
I find that the word ‘teacher ‘is … so filled with baggage from the past, 
that I want to rather say, “Here is some “body” who is a learner... So 
this is about learning, let's talk about that learning. And then let's 
learn”. It's about bringing that “presence” into it, making it available to 
the students, so that there is a greater possibility of them connecting 
with that and seeing, “Okay, so this is what learning is actually all 
about”. I suppose this maybe goes to the depth of what education 
is…Where you are creating an opportunity to allow something inside 
the student to come out and connect with the learning. That would be 
great. If I felt that there was one student out of 200 that was doing that, 
I would be happy, grateful. Then I think, that would be great, that would 
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be wonderful. Sometimes people are open to it and sometimes they're 
not. [C:60] 
Camara’s understanding of the value of relating to his students with an authentic sense 
of presence, contains elements of what Kreber et al. (2007) describe as authentic 
engagement (see Section 2.2.4.1). Kreber et al. (2007) noted that authenticity makes 
teachers more integrated, fully human, more aware of how their actions are clearly 
linked to a purpose, and leaves teachers feeling empowered and therefore better able 
to engage in community with others. As Camara explained: 
It's ‘being’ a presence, and trying to ‘stay’ in that presence, trying to be 
a presence wherever possible in what I'm doing in a class context. I'm 
actually hardly ever aware now that I'm…., (and now you see the 
baggage with the “teacher” thing). Now I don't even see myself as 
teaching. I just see myself as learning and being a learner with the 
students. I'm actually learning as I talk with them. I would say, “Okay, 
let me just change this word I used. Let’s say something here about 
that.” So it's more cultivating that. [C:64] 
The use of the word “cultivate” in Camara’s response indicates a sense of continued 
commitment to the change which he perceives has entered into his mode of interaction 
in the learning environment. Furthermore, Camara provided a summary of multiple 
changes within himself, which have been strengthened through his participation in the 
group, and have been the source of changed teaching practice: 
I think that it's allowed me to become more aware of my “being” with 
students because that's basically who I am with most of the time. I 
think it’s, in a way,  being more compassionate, being more open and 
aware of what strikes me as meaningful learning. I am more critical of 
content and the way that learning is facilitated and maybe also of the 
way that I have facilitated learning in the past. I realise that it's different 
now. [C:40] 
Dabir related that he had monitored his own experience of when he was authentic as a 
consequence of his participation in the group.  He described having noticed that he no 
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longer hides behind “any type of mask” [D:96]. Furthermore, he described how he 
remained authentic, even when he felt vulnerable in his classes: 
I'm no longer insecure about even trying to cover up even when for 
example somebody asks a question and I have no clue what the 
answer is. And that, for me, was the biggest…, when I did that one day 
I went “okay.” And I did actually monitor myself at that time. [D:63] 
He ascribed the greater confidence which he has with holding on to his authentic 
selfhood within paradoxical moments in classes, to the manner in which this was 
practiced and learned in the group, “the interactions that we've had with each other 
encourage those types of things. They have been good” [D:67].  In addition, he related a 
belief that students readily accept an authentic teacher, even when they perceive, the 
teacher making errors while teaching, “… we've talked about this in the group as well, 
‘you teach you are’. If you do that quite honestly, they'll forgive you your bad days and 
your mistakes” [D:63]. McNamara’s (2006) argument that authenticity interacts 
interdependently with “our capacity to identify with something larger than our own self-
interest” (p. 9) was discussed in Section 2.2.4.2. Dabir’s response indicates his 
understanding of authenticity, to include the contradiction of narrow self-interest, such 
as when a teacher tries to save face by faking flawless knowledge. Furthermore. it 
suggests his belief in the value of authenticity, and relates how this would be 
counterproductive to student learning. It also indicates that because authenticity was 
valued by the group, he was strengthened in implementing this more fully in his 
teaching practice.  
Shasta used the term “fully present” to indicate a wholeness, or full awareness of her 
authentic selfhood which had altered since her participation in the group: 
The other thing that I've discovered is that whole…what is it, being fully 
present. I've found that when I go to class, and I am not fully present 
for whatever reason, the class is a drag. And I always feel that if it was 
a drag for me, it must have been a drag for the students. [S:156] 
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She related how she viewed the necessity for authenticity on her part and the need to 
be fully present in her classroom. Furthermore, she described how she asked the same 
presence of her students: 
I tell them that I need them to be present. And I tell the students, “I need to be 
present, you need to be present and we need to work together”. That is what I'm 
trying to do. I don't always get it right. I mean we never get it right with all of 
them. [S:165] 
In Section 2.2.4.2 it was noted that when fostering authenticity teachers need to be 
candid regarding their own beliefs, values, and prejudices. This would assist teachers in 
engaging on a heart and spiritual level with their students, and ensure congruence, so 
that, ”what I believe, what I say, and what I do are consistent”. Shasta’s description of 
her conversation with her students demonstrates the manner in which she models 
authenticity to her students, and how she seeks the same from them. 
4.3.2.4 Self-perceived change to teaching practices   
I want my inner truth to be the plumb line for the choices I make about my life – 
about the work I do and how I do it, about the relationships I enter into and how I 
conduct them.      
- Parker Palmer (2000) 
In the previous section knowledge of the authentic self was described as a seamless 
bridge which linked choices and actions in professional practice in classrooms. Palmer 
(2004) argues that living in an integrated, whole manner involves living such that our 
inner truth is manifest in our outward actions, in what he terms “an undivided life in 
which soul and role are joined (p. 13). In this section, participants’ perceptions of how 
participation in group brought about changes in their teaching practice, in other words 
facilitated a greater link between “soul and role”, will be discussed.  
Camara described that he found it “difficult to identify” changes in his teaching practice, 
“because it is not a behaviour, it's more an internal shift, an attitude shift that was not 
intended” [C:18]. This response indicates the close weave that exists between the inner 
and outer life, when changes occur at a deep level in one’s inner life. He did explain 
how as a consequence of his participation in the group, he had deliberately divided a 
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large class of 40 students into two smaller classes because when there was a smaller 
class of about 20 students, “I feel I can leave things to the students more, to develop 
more, to participate more, to voice their own learning and their own awareness more, 
that I enjoy” [C:42]. In the previous section a full description was also given of other 
changes which Camara reported noticing in his “subsequent behaviour, regarding 
teaching learning and interaction with students” which arose from a sense of “presence” 
[C:18]. 
Dabir related how the quality of his interactions with other colleagues and with his 
students had altered, and he attributed some of the reason for these changes to his 
participation in the group: 
I don't know if it was the vulnerability, it’s probably more so than the 
courage. That's something that we have been learning in the group as 
well, is to be able to be vulnerable and that we definitely practised in 
the group. Once you've practised that there, then you can possibly 
even export it out of the group. And I think that it is possibly what 
happened [D:100].  
So that part is also enabling me to be able to handle situations in the 
classroom…and the influence of trust in the group, I'm reasonably 
confident that I can say that that as rubbed off on me, so I'm able to 
deal with things. [D:96]. 
Furthermore, Dabir provided examples of other changes which he had found himself 
introducing to his practice: 
But I was always afraid to use things. It was not because I was afraid 
to use them, not because I thought that somebody was going to come 
down on me. It was because I would rather hold back on doing this 
because I might disadvantage students some way or another. And I 
think the group definitely gave me, not only the courage, but also the 
knowledge that this actually is sensible stuff. [D:38] 
Dabir suggested that participation in reflective conversations in the group, had given 
him greater confidence to use a range of materials and ideas outside of his discipline, 
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like poetry, music and drawing. He also described how he welcomed general 
conversation with students and himself, between students and general class 
announcements: 
I think that us talking about those various aspects, that we started off 
with, from Parker Palmer, the metaphors etc, definitely strengthens in 
you, “This is the right way to go” I'm more and more convinced….the 
students are enjoying the interactions, there are enjoying the 
interaction with themselves.  The students now use my lectures to do 
the general announcements and talking and things like that. Obviously 
they don't get the opportunity to do things like that in other classes. So 
all those types of things, probably even 10 years ago, I would have 
thought were a waste of time. I would have said, “I’ll give you 20 
seconds at the end of the lecture”. Instead I now give them 5 minutes 
to chat about it a bit and elaborate. I actually invite them into my 
teaching. So in the beginning that might have been “allowing”, now it's 
an act of bringing it in, because of the attempt to see the students 
holistically. [D:42] 
Thus Dabir reported on some of the changes which he has consciously implemented 
into his classroom practice. He attributed these to seeking a greater sense of holism in 
interactions, stemming from a belief in the value of integrating all aspect of one’s being. 
Where previously he would have maintained stricter discipline in the classroom, not 
allowing distractions from the intellectual quest of classes, he now engages at times, in 
a manner in which Palmer (2004, p. 17) describes as “the head descended to the 
heart”. 
Dabir also related how he has encouraged colleagues in his department to be more 
creative, and use other ways to create a richer learning environment.  He reported that 
one person had described how positive his experience had been: 
He played an Al Giroux song at the beginning of the class and he said 
it was the best lecture he had probably ever had. I mean he was just 
blown away. And so I said “Can I share this with others?” And so I've 
sent it out to the Department. … I thought I'd mention it at a meeting.  I 
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didn't want to say “this is something that some of us have been trying 
for while” … rather he now investigates his own path. He might activate 
other people. And that's wonderful, that's absolutely fantastic. And he 
says is thinking about other ways of doing things now, because this 
was just such a success story. [D:55] 
Dabir noted that the authentic choice of how to enrich a learning environment for a 
professional teacher should be left to the individuals’ choice. However, Dabir related 
that he rejoiced with his colleague at his experiment in making changes to his practice 
and he had communicated his enthusiasm that these be continued. 
The changes which Fronia related that she made in her teaching practice, as a result of 
her participation in the group, have been described in detail in the previous section. It 
was noted that these changes were integral to a heightened self-awareness of her inner 
landscape. It was explained how Fronia saw her teaching practices as originating from 
her inwardness, and furthermore, how the choices she made nudged her to align inner 
truth with outer reality in her professional practice. 
Further, Fronia gives a summarised response to multiple changes which she observed 
having made: 
Certainly through my experience in the group, I've been able to 
translate that into my teaching. I think for example of the sense of my 
growing awareness of myself as a teacher. In the classroom I'm more 
aware of whether what I am doing is helpful or not. There is a growing 
awareness of myself within the classroom and I suppose that is part of 
my teaching practice. It is almost a learning to reflect in- practice, 
rather than reflect on- practice. [F:74] 
Furthermore, Fronia described that she had found that “the group has certainly made 
me realise … why I am a teacher. It's part of what's influenced my personal and my 
professional life” [F:100]. In a further response she related how “hearing other tell the 
their own stories gives a different perspective and it helps you see aspects of your own 
stories” [F:106]. She explained how the content of the stories “touched me and created 
a deeper awareness, awakening to….that whole sense of respect for who the other 
 
 
 
 
172 
 
person is”. In addition she related that this had reminded her that “everybody is formed 
by multiple factors and I think being part of the group has certainly also brought that 
dimension to my life”. Fronia told how this experience had changed her in that it had 
“deepened my reverence for the stories of other people's lives, my reverence and the 
sense of an acceptance of ‘otherness’ in other people” [F:106]. The implication of this 
awareness had prompted a change in her professional practice as a pharmacist and 
she related that it was of such a nature that when “dealing with a customer across the 
counter, my ability to care is much greater, because of heightened self-awareness” 
[F:115]. Furthermore, she elaborated that she had developed a keen awareness of who 
the other person was. She noted that she had come to recognise that there were many 
factors that “contribute to my understanding of who the person standing before me is, 
coupled with an understanding of how each person has their story” [F:115]. Fronia 
ascribed the changes in her awareness and also hence to her practice, to the contents 
of the conversations in the group, but equally to the impactful trusting dynamics in which 
the conversations took place:  
It’s hard to separate the conversations in the group and the dynamics 
of the group. I think without the dynamics, the conversations could 
have been very, different. The content of the conversations would not 
necessarily have been different, but the impact of the conversations 
could have been very different. I think those conversations that we've 
had, have only been possible and have only been as impactful as they 
have, because of the dynamics of the group. [F:119] 
Thus, Fronia, related many changes in her professional practice, to her participation in 
the group. These occurred both in teaching and in her pharmacy practice. She further 
indicated that both the counter-cultural dynamics of the group (see Sections 2.4.6.1 and 
4.2.5.2.2), and the sharing of personal stories and experiences were responsible for 
altering dimensions of her self-awareness. 
Amon had recently retired as a full-time teacher but was still supervising post graduate 
research. He was also using his time to consult with various people and forums on 
issues related to education.  He related how, as a consequence of his experience in the 
group he had begun an initiative in which he offered school principals an opportunity to 
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have “coffee conversations”. These were designed to be opportunities in which they 
could “hear themselves talking in a similar manner to the structure of conversations in 
the group, sharing their own hurts and pains and frustrations and hopes” [A:120]. He 
described how it became evident to him, that this was what principals, in their current 
situations, needed: 
 …to be just sharing themselves as we do in the group. And in hearing 
from the others they sense “It's okay. It's not that I am the exception to 
the rule”  in the sense that what I do in the school is relevant because it 
comes from myself and who I am and therefore others can learn from 
me, even when it's not anything coming from any textbook. [A:9] 
In this manner, Amon indicated how experience of the value of the group led him to 
offer a similar experience to principals.  Furthermore, he used insights gleaned from his 
experience of group participation to afford a new group, consisting of school pincipals, 
an opportunity to share their experiences in an environment of trust. 
Amon also related how the group provided him with an opportunity to look back over his 
teaching career and his years in classrooms rather than provide insights from which to 
adjust his classroom practice: 
So for me, the participation in the group is very much looking back on 
my teaching career. And, if it doesn't seem arrogant, often having 
things confirmed, which I did.  I worked from a feel from the 
gut,…things that I didn't do and the joy of seeing, okay but that was 
done out of “who I am”. Looking back, it is a confirmation, and 
affirmation of “then I wasn't wrong”, even though I thought I didn't toe 
the line or people frowned upon me at that time. [A:5] 
Thus, because of his participation, Amon has been able to identify and honour his gifts 
and strengths as a teacher, and acknowledge the limits he experienced in his career. 
Furthermore, Amon related that he had opportunities to run sessions, similar to group 
meetings, with other teachers: 
I've had one or two sessions with the teachers from my wife’s school, 
who really benefited. I worked with them on their undivided selves, 
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which is part of the work of Parker Palmer and I've found them 
absolutely enthralled by it. [A:5] 
Thus Amon describes how he has delighted in the learnings and confirmations of his 
personal theory of teaching, which his experience of group participation has afforded 
him. In addition, he has found further opportunities to share his learnings in a wider 
forum, since his retirement. 
Shasta related that from her experience of participation she learnt that she “could 
accept that, that is who I am. That’s how I function. That's how I operate and the work 
always gets done” [S:185].  She explained how for her, knowledge and understanding of 
selfhood underpinned her work and life as a teacher. Furthermore, she described how 
she could clearly see how receptive she was when listening in the group, and that she 
was very animated by all she had heard when relating her learnings regarding teaching 
to her daughter, who is also a teacher. Furthermore, Shasta related how she became 
aware of what Kreber et al. (2007, p.14) describe as “horizons of significance” for 
herself in the teaching profession, when participants in the group explored their 
personal histories of teaching experiences. Through these, Shasta came to recognise 
her authentic style and pace of work as uniquely her own.  When conversations within 
the group focussed on vulnerability, Shasta related that she began to question, “Why 
don't I like losing control. Is it because I feel vulnerable? I am one up against whatever 
20 or so? Is it that, or what is”? [S:120].  She also related a memory of a conversation 
where “we spoke about the teacher actually being the leader. You as the teacher, are 
the leader within that group and you need to take your rightful place” [S:120]. In this 
Shasta demonstrates how she negotiated her professional practices, against “horizons 
of significance” of the teaching profession.   
Shasta furthermore, suggested that when one’s teaching style is to be “a little bit more 
relaxed and not to restrict things too much, sometimes you need to draw it in as you do 
have a focus. You do have a program that you need to get through. So that did help me” 
[S:102].  Although Shasta did not report making any significant change to her teaching 
practice, as a direct result of her participation in the group, she did explain how it was 
helpful in assisting her to re-evaluate her chosen, uniquely, authentic practices and 
subsequently confirm them as suitable.  
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4.2.1.4 Vocational vitality 
Thompson (2009) describes vocation as work we feel “passionate about and uniquely 
equipped to do” (p. 5) (see Section 2.3.2). Furthermore, Intrator and Kunzman (2006, p. 
19) define “vocational vitality” as the “capacity to be vital, present and deeply connected 
to students” and they view vocational vitality of teachers as the capacity to be “fully 
engrossed in the role, highly tuned in to multiple needs of learners and context, and 
purposeful in solving problems”. Cavner (2011) uses terms such as: “vigour, energy, 
passion and joy that teachers bring to their classrooms, students and their colleagues” 
to indicate the existence of vitality in teaching (p.1). Furthermore, several authors have 
described how both a teacher’s sense of vocation and level of vitality changes over 
years of service to a profession (see Section 2.3.3). Because the experienced teachers 
who were participants in the group had between 18 and 35 years of service, it could 
have been expected that they may have experienced a diminished sense of vitality in 
their teaching, which could have been evidenced by use of expressions such as, 
lowered motivation for the profession, loss of passion, and a lowered sense of purpose 
in their work. 
Participants were asked to describe the impact of group participation on their sense of 
vitality as a teacher. All participants gave examples of the positive impact which the 
experience of the group had on their vitality in teaching. 
In Fronia’s responses she stated that “I’m teaching in a stronger way” [F:53]. 
Furthermore, with respect to the concept of vitality as related to her teaching she said: 
I immediately want to say, “Yes that's what the group has done for me”. 
It's renewed that sense of vitality. You used that word “connectedness” to 
explain the word vitality and maybe that's sort of a lot of what I have been 
feeling.  I have already said …how the group has given me the sense of 
having found soul friends,  teaching soul friends. It's given me a 
connectedness, but not only a connectedness to the teachers, a 
connectedness to myself, a connectedness to my teaching, a 
connectedness to my students, to my passion for teaching, to my love for 
what I'm doing. [F:132] 
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Fronia related that through an experience of connectedness to a collective of teachers 
she has been renewed in multiple facets of the profession, and now has a raised 
enthusiasm in the entire spectrum of her work. This can be seen as an example of what 
was described in Section 2.2.1, where it was noted that Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) 
suggested that when teachers are able to access their deeper selves they can 
experience “the will to reconnect with their strengths (at the layer of identity and 
mission)” (p.11). This is further confirmed by Fronia’s positive self-description of a 
renewal of her strengths:  
“I am teaching with a greater sense of vitality, sense of aliveness, 
sense of awareness, sense of purpose, meaning, and also a  sense 
of being able to be more truly who I am in the classroom, in my 
teaching, in my relationships with my colleagues.[F:139] 
She furthermore, related that there were moments prior to participation in the group 
when she had considered that she was “maybe getting too old to be a teacher and 
maybe I had lost some of my passion, some of my joy” [F:51]. She further described a 
sense of “lacking something prior to participation in the group” and explains that 
explains how she would try to counteract these feelings by trying “to think specifically of 
myself as a teacher, as opposed to focussing my teaching” [F:51]. Furthermore, she 
described how she would “use my excitement about being a teacher, my sense of 
calling, to be a teacher” in order to try to regain enthusiasm for her work. Fronia’s 
experience of participation in the group coincided with a PhD study which she 
undertook, and she relates how these two experiences intermingled: 
I've spoken about the dual nature of my identity .The fact that I’m a 
pharmacist and a teacher and I struggled with that. It's hard to separate 
those for me. The experience of the group has been a journey, alongside 
the journey of my PhD in which I have been exploring professional 
identities of pharmacy educators… I started to question if it’s time to get 
out of teaching… maybe I'm not able to connect with the students 
sufficiently, and I've lost my passion [F:156] 
As previously described in Section 4.3.2.3.2 she related how these difficulties 
associated with her dual identity were resolved through clarification of her true self and 
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arriving at an understanding how her identity is interwoven. She suggested that these 
developments within herself have resulted in a restored sense of purpose and vitality for 
her work within both professions: 
But it's certainly not that anymore at this point.  I'm feeling like none of 
those things are true. I'm feeling connected, I'm feeling renewed, I'm 
feeling refreshed, I feel like I've got much more purpose about who I am 
and what my teaching is about. [F:133]  
There is definitely a sense of fit there. Apart from the money side of things, 
right now, I wouldn’t look at getting out of teaching for anything even 
though there are challenges. [F:141] 
Thus along with Fronia’s PhD studies, her participation in the group has given her a  
new found clarity of selfhood and a subsequent renewal of vitality.  She expresses great 
enthusiasm for the nature and work of the group when she explores the possibility of a 
similar group of younger teachers forming and having a similar opportunity to explore 
who they are as teachers: 
I think this kind of group, for younger people, would be incredible! If 
only we had been able to explore these things much earlier on in our 
teaching careers. You just kind of wonder, “Wow!” What could I have 
done differently? When you think back on some of the moments in 
your classroom and you think “How could I have done that?” Maybe if I 
had been in this kind of group, they would have been different. [F:152] 
Thus based on her own positive experience, Fronia expressed a great enthusiasm for 
the potential which groups such as this, hold for enriching the teaching practice of other 
teachers. 
When Camara responded to the question asking for a description of the impact which 
the group had made on his sense of vitality, her related how previously, focussing on 
content, and on objectives had motivated him in his teaching. I addition he stated how 
he had found meaningful conversations with others and those held within the group 
were of value for his sense of vitality in teaching: “And in discovering something within 
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myself, which I did not intend, but in discovering and realising, ‘Oh this is different. This 
is enlivens me, this is revitalising’” [C:77]. 
Thus Camara describes how the experience of the group affected his vitality in a 
positive manner. As described in Section 2.3.4 Cavner (2011, p. 2) notes that when 
teacher vitality is reduced, it can be “revitalized” and teachers can again find enjoyment 
in their work and replenish their vitality. Camara described how this had occurred for 
him and how the work of teaching had itself, had become a truly meaningful source of 
reward and enjoyment for him: 
And that kind of teaching, I’ll call it that now, that kind of teaching, or 
learning, is revitalising. I don’t have to go on a workshop, I don’t have 
to go away, I don’t need a weekend. It is right there, it fills me. [C:73] 
He elaborated on this positive experience and used emotive descriptions,  in order to 
relate a sense of  vitality experienced as wellbeing and joy, which stemmed from his 
engagement with students: 
I'm not used to talking about my work as love and all that …in those 
kinds of words. But they seem appropriate….I love seeing the change 
in a student who comes in here struggling. They are stuck, confused, 
they are unsure and then, in talking with them, seeing it happening 
right in front of me. That's like a miracle. [C:72] 
The zeal and depth of Camara’s engagement with his work with his students, described 
here, can be considered to be an example of work which is a “calling”.  In Section 2.3.3 
vocation as an experience of  being “summoned to teach by an inner conviction” was 
described (Intrator, 2002, p. 6).  Alternatively, however, it can come from a source which 
emanates from a deeper knowledge of selfhood, and from within, as an urge to personal 
meaning and fulfilment. As Korthagen (2004, p. 93) suggests this can come about 
through involvement in a type of work, that has “social meaning and value”. Camara’s 
description of the depth of his involvement, seems to indicate that he is living out a 
calling in his engagement with his students, as a sense of being given a mission, and 
resulting in him wanting to make a difference: “I can leave things to the students more, 
to develop more, to participate more, to voice their own learning and their own 
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awareness more and that I enjoy” [C:42]. Thus Camara suggested that his new way of 
engaging with students with greater openness, had come from an understanding of his 
selfhood which he sensed that he had ready access to, in open engagements with his 
students. In addition, Thus, Camara’s response indicated that he was fully at ease with 
the new enjoyable, vital manner of engaging with students in his professional practice. 
Furthermore, Camara related that this experience of vitality associated with the work of 
teaching has seldom occurred before in his career, but is rather something which he 
has only recently come to experience after a long career in teaching: ‘It’s taken years, 
decades to get to this point. But now it's becoming a bit more automatic. In the sense, I 
don't even have to switch it on. I just try to be open to. That's really valuable’ [C:72]. 
Amon described how, for him, the concept of vocational vitality in teaching was a central 
theme in all the group meetings. He pondered the question and even reworded it: “How 
do we bring that aliveness and enthusiasm and sensitivity and being a 'fire lighter’ back 
into teaching? How do we teach that?” [A:95]. He described that for him vocational 
vitality comes from having a sense of teaching as a vocation. For Amon, this has a 
spiritual significance, and when this work is done as part of a calling, he related that it 
can be termed “in-spirit-ational”.  Thus it is more than simply a job of work. He further 
suggested that there is an additional source of reinforcement when teaching is sensed 
as a vocation: 
….it is to be strengthened in your own resolve to be the best teacher 
that one can be. It requires one to be enthusiastic about teaching, and 
is for me, a part of vitality. You “want to”. You come in front of a bunch 
of kids and suddenly the students just do something to you, which 
makes you say inside, “I want to teach you, I want to be here”.  [A:95 ] 
Amon’s response can be compared with what Nodding (2003) described as a “total 
encounter” - a full knowledge of selfhood which is the sources of a sense of gladness, 
fulfilment and wellbeing (see Section 2.3.2). Amon also elaborated on how the notion of 
vocation as related to the work of teaching can give teachers a source of spiritual 
support in their work, which assists them to be more passionate in the manner in which 
they connect with their students. 
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Amon described how he perceived that a range of negative factors faced by teachers in 
current times, created a need for revitalization: 
Teachers become bogged down. Especially now with all of the 
frustrations, administration, teachers being left in the lurch by the 
Department, teachers are left unsupported. So inner-sources for 
teachers become dry, and empty. However,  when one “talks” in a 
group like ours, when one” talks” through  one’s stories, one’s  
metaphor of teaching and the third things, then one begins to think “I 
can do this!” For me, that is what, I think, will make teachers able to 
continue in their work. And this is what I sense coming from our group, 
from the talk. One feels as if your inner self, your inner resources have 
been replenished. [A:96] 
In this response he also elaborated on how he viewed that participation in reflective 
practices, such as those engaged in within the group, could serve to enliven and inspire 
teachers when they became depleted. He emphasised how much his experience of 
participation in the group has him, even at the end of his teaching career:  
And if I can be again be inspired at the end of my career by a group 
like this, how much more will a young person be, of say twenty-eight 
years, be inspired when confronted by negatives in teaching. That is 
what I think it is all about. You can come and say “Yes but what if it's 
tough.” I will still do it because I believe in it, because it's great and 
there is a bigger thing at hand. [ A:96] 
As described in Section 2.2.5  Palmer (2004, p. 37) contends that a fuller understanding 
of the self as, “who we are”, will inevitably lead outward to, “whose we are”, based on 
the premise that a knowledge of selfhood does not promote selfish inwardness but 
animates people to reach out from positive traits of the self (p 37). Amon’s closing 
sentence in the above response, suggests such a movement of focus for teachers from 
inwardness towards zeal, and resilience for service, similar to that described by Palmer. 
Amon further elaborated:  
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This type of conversation is a way to replenish the reserves, to fill up 
again because we are away from the frustrations. I'm back here talking 
about what made me become a teacher in the first place. It's 
inspirational, idealistic, the vocational calling is there again of “I want to 
make a change, I want to make a difference.” And this type to talk, to 
hear it verbalised, articulated by others once again says to me, “But 
this kind of talk is what it's all about”. Teachers need an inner strength, 
an inner-affirmation, an inner-energy. [A:96] 
Amon’s description of the value he found in the reflective conversations of the group, 
can be seen as an example of what Palmer (2004) contends, is overlooked in the 
moralist arguments described in Section 2.2.5. Within moralist reasoning, paying 
attention to selfhood, is judged to be a selfish, narcissist activity. Palmer (2004) 
contends that apparent “self-centredness” of people could mask what is actually an 
“empty-self problem”, of not knowing one’s own selfhood. Palmer further advocates that 
it is not selfish to, “name, claim and nurture true self” (p.38) but that it is a worthwhile 
goal with enhanced vitality for teachers and benefit or students with whom they engage. 
This is evidenced in Amon’s closing response: 
And that, for me, that's what this is all about. To say, that even if we 
are sometimes tired and discouraged but we have to be alive as 
teachers. We have to carry that image or that conviction for the next 
generation. We have to say “Guys, teaching is great!” [A:100] 
Shasta related how she had noticed from her engagement with the collective of 
teachers in the group, the manner in which her passion is a particularly necessary 
component for teaching of a vital quality. She teaches a communication module, and 
related that her enthusiasm needs to be not only for the subject matter itself, but also for 
the English language: 
And so, for me, that is what I try to bring now into my teaching.  I really 
need to be passionate about my teaching, even passionate about the 
English.  I need to share that and teach that to the students. 
Because… if I'm not passionate they are not going to be interested. I 
want to interest them to listen to me. I want them to want to do the 
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work.  Sometimes I look back over a couple of years, I realise they 
were very enthusiastic and excited when they were new students. If I'm 
not passionate, I could just put the dampener on all of that. So I need 
to be aware of that. I trust that I can bring across the passion for what 
I'm actually doing with them and through them in the class. [S:120] 
Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) contend that cognitive insights into one’s inner desires, 
do not, in themselves, always help to bring about effective behaviour (see Section 
2.2.1). They describe how we all know things that would be good to do, but that does 
not mean that we translate these insights into effective behaviour. Although Shasta 
demonstrates a cognitive awareness of the necessity for passion in her teaching, as 
Korthagen and Vasalos suggest, this would need to be really felt (physically) in order for 
her teaching to be vital. When a cognitive awareness becomes a felt desire it can 
provide the will to reconnect with one’s strengths and embody behavioural changes.  
Thus, when Shasta indicates how she “wants to interest them’ and that she “wants 
them, to want to work”, she is suggesting that she has the will to enact her passion and 
her belief in this.  
Furthermore, Shasta attributed her strengthened belief in passion as highly necessary 
for her vitality in teaching, to the conversations and interactions which were part of her 
experience of the group: 
I don't think I can ever, or you can ever, overestimate what that group 
actually did for me. Seeing older guys and two ladies… and listening to 
their sharing personal experiences of their teaching over the 
years…their struggles as well as the victories… I don't think I will ever 
realise the full impact that it has had on me.  When I sit and think about 
it, I think I was like a sponge.  I absorbed a lot of what they said.  I'm 
telling you there was a lot of wisdom that came through in those 
meeting. And you know, they work with fairly senior students, 
sometimes even adult students. And they expressed what we could 
experience in a similar way with our first-year students. So that really 
impacted on me in a big way. I could step back and say, “Well, if that 
happened to them, and they are still willing to do what they do, and 
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they are still enthusiastic about what they do, then it can easily rub off 
onto me.” [S:169] 
Shasta described how the eagerness, enthusiasm and willingness which she witnessed 
in conversations with older, more experienced teachers in the group, gave her a 
deepened conviction to strengthen her own passion for teaching when she began a new 
year of teaching: 
If the passion is missing, then I might as well not go back. So I did a 
whole lot of deep introspection and I asked myself, “Do I think I still 
have what it takes to go into class and make the necessary difference 
that I need to make”?  And once I gave myself a “Yes” to that, I felt 
“Okay now I can go on” .And it's strange that the minute I stepped into 
class, I sensed it as a good thing. In that first lecture that I have for the 
year with first year students….the minute I stepped into the class on 
the first day of felt, “This is where I need to be. This is where I want to 
be”. So, although there are going to come days where I will think “Oh, 
I've made a mistake”, I really think that as long as the passion for what 
one needs to do, why one wants to stay is there - I won’t need 
multivitamins to get me through the day!.[S:161] 
In this Shasta described how when she felt the embodiment of her belief in her passion 
for her teaching she was in her she was empowered and sustained in her teaching, in 
other words, revitalised. 
Dabir had spent several years out of the classroom, in an administrative position, and 
had only recently returned to teaching when the group began to meet. In response to 
the question of the impact of the group experience on his sense of vitality in teaching, 
he related how it had served to enhance or strengthen his vitality rather than initiate it: 
I don't know if it had an impact. It certainly didn't initiate vitality because 
I had that. It has been one of my strengths right through my teaching 
career. But it probably enhanced it and I think it's sometimes woke it 
up, because I hadn't been teaching a lot for quite some time. In fact at 
times I wasn’t teaching at all. To get back into the good habits, took me 
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some time… to know how to connect to a biggish class again and how 
to interact with them. [D:108] 
Furthermore, he explained how early in his teaching career he had benefited from the 
example of a strict but good mentor who had “encouraged empathy with students, 
getting ‘into it’ with the students and being interested” [D:108]. He described how this 
mentor had warned that, “If you're not enthusiastic about the subject, go and do 
something to get enthusiastic again. Go and find something new” [D:108]. Dabir 
concluded that, “I think he taught me a lot of that” [D:108]. Thus for Dabir, vitality for a 
teacher includes the presence of sub-qualities described by.Intrator and Kunzman 
(2006, p. 19) as: “passionate, caring, present, zealous, inspired and  influential”. 
Because of the interruption in his teaching career, Dabir related how he felt that he had 
been revitalized through participation in the group “This certainly was a revitalisation of 
thinking about teaching and not just of vitality being  automatically there” [D:112]. As 
described in Section 2.3.4 Intrator and Kunzman (2006, p. 19) contend that, similar to 
what had occurred for Dabir, “vocational vitality changes in the face of vocational and 
life experiences and consequently needs nourishment”.  
Dabir described that “the group definitely gave me, not only the courage, but also the 
conviction” that the use of new ideas in his teaching is “actually sensible stuff” [D:38]. 
Furthermore, he related how he implemented changes into his classes, with the use of 
art and Youtube clips and how these had added a dimension of vitality, experienced as 
an “excitement about what is going to happen in classes” [D:38]. Consequently, he had 
been freed to encourage greater student participation and interaction in his classroom 
and he noted that although initially students found increased interaction with him “most 
difficult”, they were “now enjoying the interaction, and they are enjoying the interaction 
with themselves” [D:38].  
Thus Dabir’s responses indicate that he has continued seeking qualities of vocational 
vitality for his teaching practice and that his participation in the group, to some measure 
assisted him in this.  
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4.3.2.5 Summary of the analysis of participant interviews 
In this section of Chapter 4 I have described the contents of the in-depth, semi-
structured interviews which, as a participant researcher, I conducted with the five other 
group participants. In these interviews participants described both their experience of 
participation in the group and how this experience impacted on their self-perceptions 
and teaching practices. Furthermore, participants were also asked to describe the 
impact which group participation had on their sense of vocational vitality.  The analysis 
of the content of the interviews provided for the arrangement of participant responses 
into themes. The analysis of these themes further provided a valuable means for my 
interpretation of the descriptions provided in responses to the questions asked. 
When asked to describe their experience of participation in a group which used 
reflective practice to focus on the inner landscape of the teacher, participants related 
how their overall experience of the group was very positive. They referred to their sense 
of general ownership of the group, the benefits of using “third” things and the role which 
the comfortable physical setting played in making this a helpful experience. 
The aspects of the experience which participants named as specifically helpful to them 
were the sense of trust and vulnerability in which the entire experience was couched.  
Participants also expressed appreciation for the valuable opportunities group 
participation afforded them for building meaningful relationships.  Descriptions of the 
experience furthermore, suggested it how the reflective conversations provided, a 
previously rarely experienced opportunity, to discover their selfhood. . 
Furthermore, in answers to questions related to changes in participants’ perceptions of 
self, three themes emerged, namely: changes to perception of their true self, their sense 
of identity and integrity and in their knowledge and understanding of their authentic 
selfhood.  Participants related how the exploration of “who they were as teachers” had 
provided a heightened sense of self-awareness and an experience of fuller “presence” 
in their professional practice. 
Numerous modifications to professional practice were reported by the participants, and 
some of these where attributed to their participation, conversations and interactions in 
the group. Great emphasis was placed on the manner in which the counter-cultural style 
of conversation and the use of “third things” experienced in group meetings had been 
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implemented and replicated in the participants’ classrooms.  Three participants reported 
that the experience of the group reinforced, overlapped and interacted with other 
experiences, such as membership of other groups, meaningful dyadic conversations 
and doctoral research. These three participants recognised how these combinations of 
experiences had contributed to changed professional practices. 
The participants all acknowledged the positive impact participation in the group had on 
their sense of vocational vitality. In addition, some of the participants described how the 
experience of participation in the group had awakened a deep sense of mission and 
meaning which was attached to their work.  Participants also related the sense of well-
being and satisfaction which accompanied their professional practice when this had 
been replenished and revitalized. 
4.4 Member Checking 
The transcripts of meetings of the group and also the interviews were mailed to 
participants for verification of the trustworthiness of the analysis and interpretation of the 
data.  This was done to ensure that participants were satisfied that their identity and 
confidentiality were adequately protected.  Shasta comments to her reading of both the 
transcripts and data analysis: “I am satisfied, except in some parts of the interview 
transcript the language doesn’t seem correct.  However, the gist of what is being said is 
captured. Well done”. The transcripts of interviews attempted to capture as accurately 
as possible the meaning of what participants said.  However, what Shasta refers to is 
the difficult to accurately mark beginnings and endings of sentences from speech into 
written texts.  
Fronia reports:   
I have enjoyed reviewing the transcripts of meetings, and I am 
absolutely amazed at the depth and intensity of our conversations in 
group meetings. Reading the transcripts also brought back my 
enjoyment and delight that I felt in our meetings. Your interpretations of 
both the dynamics within the group and my experiences of the group 
are “spot-on” and I have no problems with anything you have written. 
What is more, your interpretations have only served to deepen the 
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understanding and knowledge of myself as a teacher which I gained 
through participation in the group. I would like to say again that being 
part of this talk about teaching group was a life-changing experience 
for me and I know will have implications for my life, my future as a 
teacher and my future teaching practices. Thank you for so bravely 
taking on the group’s challenge of converting our personal experiences 
into a documented study. I can only hope that disseminating the 
outcomes of the study will serve as an encouragement to other 
teachers to explore “talking together” in a similar fashion. 
 
Similarly, Camara provided the following positive response to the member checking 
process: “You have done a sterling job of analysing and weaving the diverse voices into 
a meaningful and rich narrative and testimony/witness of our work together. I have 
recommended only a few minor deletions in my interview.”  The deletions which Camara 
requested were use of the names of particular people which could break the anonymity 
of participants.  
Amon reported, “I found the transcription of the interview Mrs Clara Klitsie conducted 
with me a true reflection of the interview, and I have nothing to add to that. I also want to 
confirm that her interpretation of the interview is correct and that there was nothing in 
the interpretation which added to or left out of the central meanings of what I tried to 
convey in my responses to her questions”. 
Thus four out five of the participants reported that they were satisfied with the analysis 
of the data from the transcripts of the meetings and interviews. The fifth participant did 
not respond. 
4.5 What participation in the group meant for the researcher participant 
I experienced the desire to draw peers from the teaching profession together in 
conversation about their life and work, since my early days in teaching.  My earnestness 
for this to happen grew over the years and when such a group was formed, I was very 
eager for participants to both enjoy such an experience and hopefully find that benefits 
would flow from this, both for themselves and for their work. 
 
 
 
 
 
188 
 
I was quickly delighted by new insights which emerged from talking with other teachers, 
from even the first meetings of the group and I soon came to look forward to meetings 
and I  enjoyed seeing my own students and myself with new eyes when I was back 
teaching in the classroom. The openness with which participants shared narratives of a 
deeply personal nature about their teaching, led not only to a lower sense of isolation, 
but provided the impetus to a growing confidence, that these honest and rich 
conversations were providing insights for both the person telling the narrative and also 
for others who listened and dwelt with them in the stories.  
 
However, for the first three meetings, I volunteered to be the facilitator in order to guide, 
the establishment of the group, which I had hoped would closely resemble a Circle of 
Trust®. For the initial meetings I carried the responsibility for the choice of topic, with 
the selection of accompanying ‘”third things”. Additionally I sensed that giving 
participants opportunities to deepen their experience of the Touchstones would be 
pivotal in guiding the space of the meetings and interactions of such a “countercultural” 
dialogue. Fronia and Amon readily assisted me in post meeting reflections on my 
experiences and assisted in guiding the planning for the next meeting. Once other 
participants began to volunteer to facilitate meetings, I took on the role of convenor and 
together with Fronia and Amon there remained a shared responsibility for loosely 
steering the way forward. Thus, I came to have an authentic experience of holding 
responsibility for a group of this nature in its early phase existence. During this period 
my zeal for the establishment of the groups was high, and my participation in the group 
was heavily associated with the role of facilitator rather than participant. 
 
I noticed a big difference in my experience of meetings when I was not facilitating. In 
such meetings, I had a more authentic experience of being a participant of a group of 
this nature. I was then able to enter fully into witnessing and examining the lived 
experience of my teacher peers, and to enjoy, be challenged or wonder at the contents 
of accounts shared in the dialogue. It was only after multiple meetings of the group that I 
came into a third role, that of researcher-participant. In this role I was required to begin 
asking good questions for reflection on the experience and imagine alternatives, as we 
together searched for a way forward  
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Participation in the group has been helpful in giving me self-insight such that I have 
confidence to risk being more fully myself in the classroom. In the group, I felt woven 
into the fabric of enhanced support, enhanced mindfulness, enhanced awareness, and 
enhanced enrichment on which I came to draw. Dabir’s account of self-questioning and 
challenge of his sense of dilemma, worded as, “‘What the hell is the point of 
education?”, was an example of thought and questioning that stirred me to continually 
clarify my selfhood and engagement in teaching. Yet when facing questions such as 
these regarding the purpose of my work as a teacher, there was no sense of 
hopelessness or turning to cynicism.  Rather I was enriched by powerful enquiry, while 
being surrounded by the support of peers who are also continuing their journey in their 
calling to teach.  
 
I have a deep satisfaction for the conversations of the group and what they have meant 
for me. I found the space within the group to be trust-filled, such that I could risk sharing 
detailed accounts of personal questions which I have regarding my teaching. Within this 
supportive space of the group, I experienced a level of acceptance such that I was able 
to become unconcerned whether I would receive positive responses to what I shared.  I 
found myself becoming progressively more spontaneous and honest in exploring self- 
insights relating to my identity and sense of calling to teach. I opened myself to 
discovering my own selfhood and the selfhood of others with gratifying learnings and 
continued clarity after each meeting. 
 
I ascribe the enhanced clarity of self, the creativity and resourcefulness which I have to 
my participation in the group. I have managed to challenge my own personal theories of 
teaching and my chosen styles of teaching. There has been greater understanding of 
the sources of dissonance in myself when I have tried to do brave things which required 
me to challenge established beliefs and practices in my own department. I experience 
regret at some new initiatives that I have not been able to implement. However, there is 
an overall recognition that some of the qualities which were already part of myself have 
come to the fore and allowed me to take up new challenges and connect to demands in 
new situation, such as writing up this study, with inner capacity that I had not hitherto 
recognised or accepted.  
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CHAPTER 5  
 
CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND 
LIMITATIONS 
 
In this chapter the findings of the two phases of the research are reviewed in relation to 
the research aim and objectives as stated in Chapter 1. The literature reviewed in 
Chapter 2 is also included in the context of discussion in this chapter.  Thereafter study 
limitations and implications are discussed, and recommendations with suggested 
directions for further research are offered.   
5.1 Review of the findings within the context of the discussed literature 
In this section, the study findings and the interpretation of the data are discussed under 
the major study objectives. 
5.1.1 The dynamics of the group and group context  
In order to understand participants’ experience of the group it was necessary to 
describe the phenomenon itself, which was the group meeting. The group context, in 
terms of both dynamics and content within which the personal stories, opinions and 
beliefs were exchanged among participants, were identified and described in the first 
section of Chapter 4.   
In my opinion, the adoption by the participants of the core elements and practices of 
Circles of Trust® in the first meeting, gave guidance for structuring meetings and led the 
way for choosing focus themes for further meetings. However, the group could not be 
termed a Circle of Trust® because it was not coordinated by a trained Centre for 
Courage and Renewal facilitator. It was perhaps, in particular, the ready acceptance of 
the Touchstones, as trustworthy guidelines for respectful deep interactions which gave 
the group its sound basis from which to proceed. All participants related that early on, in 
the life of the group, it was sensed as a trustful, safe space.   
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When planning meetings detailed attention was paid to the recommendations in the 
literature, regarding the practicalities for creating inviting, physical spaces for the 
meetings which would allow learning with one’s whole-self. External stimulations in the 
meeting place were deliberately reduced so that it could become a truly focused space. 
From the first meeting and for all further meetings, participants came to know and 
expect that meetings would require of them, a counter-cultural way of interacting, of 
slowing down and deep listening. This was evidenced by frequency of pauses, and 
even silences in conversations and by the spacious and uncompetitive nature of 
dialogues. All participation in conversations was completely voluntary and although 
there was no deliberate turn-taking or pressure on anyone to speak, all found their 
voice, and a natural respectful turn-taking emerged.   
As the coordinator and initiator of the group I was aware of the need to create 
conditions for a very different learning environment, and it was gratifying to see how all 
participants quickly grasped the need for this. One’s whole self was present in meetings  
which ranged in the spectrum from eating and drinking together, to deep conversational 
engagement with one another. In interviews with participants there were repeated 
reports of how the meeting space was experienced as both trustful and truly humane.  
They described it as a learning space which hosted the whole self, welcoming of 
intellect, warm to emotions, and also inviting of spiritual values and the moral self. 
It did however become clear that counter-cultural conversations were very demanding 
for participants, who as teachers were very accustomed to instructions and advice and 
for who this had become second nature. Participants described having to learn to hold 
back and not give solutions to the problems of others, or invade or interrupt the 
narration other participants. It was remarkable that no expressions of external 
judgement occurred.  I would suggest that this particularly enhanced the possibility of 
openness for each participant to hear his or her own truth in honest dialogue with 
oneself and others. The only judgements which were voiced in the group were self-
judgments which emerged from reflective corrective insights into one’s own actions.   
Learning to ask open, honest questions in the conversations was heavy work and 
demanded continual, focused listening to oneself, and to others. Although this practice 
is of core significance in the Circles of Trust® approach, participants commented on 
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how difficult it was to learn. It entailed a continual filtering and sorting of the insights 
coming from deep listening, but self-discipline to only frame and voice questions which 
had a clear intention of assisting others in the group, to hear their own inner voice and 
gain clarity from this. Group meetings were therefore dominated by what can be 
considered a counter-cultural manner of conversation. Participants expressed an 
appreciation for how this allowed deep reflection on their inner and outer journeys in 
their lives as teachers with the emergence of significant revelations. 
In meetings, imaginative ways to enliven a communal conversational process for 
learning with one’s whole self, were sought. Although a variety of themes were 
cultivated, a cyclical process for meetings was established with the use of third things 
such as poetry, inspirational art or readings, followed by questions for reflection or other 
inputs.  Participants related how the use of third things in each meeting, encouraged 
willingness to engage with the full self, from a place where knowledge and skill in 
teaching intersects with the heart. Furthermore, Dabir and Moran mentioned that they 
took this creative practice, which they had become familiar with in the group, into their 
professional settings.  
After participants became familiar with the dynamics of conversations, the value of what 
was happening in the dialogue became clear to them. Professional development 
programmes which use reflection as the source of insight and growth rely on a 
prerequisite belief in the significance of the inner life of participants, which is 
experienced as an inner voice. Although known by various names, the inner voice is the 
source of an individual’s integrity and wisdom. Accessing this source was the aim of 
conversations in the “Talk about Teaching Group”. 
The literature referred to in Chapter 2 noted that learning with our whole selves, cannot 
be done alone, and needs community for its enrichment, both by way of inviting contrast 
and for informing aspects of selfhood which could be hidden in individual reflection. It 
was noticeable how participants expressed deep resonance and satisfaction in being 
able to listen to accounts of personal histories and meaningful teaching experiences of 
others. Learning to listen and deeply consider the revelations of the true self of others 
was reported as contributing to and enlarging the dialogue within oneself.  
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I suggest that the honest and often vulnerable content of a collective of narratives, 
which were shared as a result of the relatively unique dynamics of meetings, gave 
impetus to the sense of deep connectivity between members of the group.  Thus, the 
experience of deeply trustful, professional relationships fed by participation in the group 
was experienced as lessening the sense of isolation described in the problem 
statement. 
The participants reported clear and compelling satisfaction of the dynamics and 
guidelines for conversation which lie at the heart of a Circles of Trust® approach and 
practices.  The safeguards provided by adherence to the guidelines allowed insights to 
be shared by the participants in a truly gratifying way. By contrast with the experience of 
their participation in other groups which were relatively similar in nature, Amon, Dabir, 
Camara and Fronia, all noted the difference in the quality of sharing and levels of trust 
and vulnerability which were possible within a Circles of Trust® approach. Thus the 
“Talk about Teaching Group” provided a new opportunity for individual learning and 
growth in a humane and shared manner.   
5.1.2  Experience of the group as perceived by the participants 
Participants related that group participation afforded them the opportunity to visit a 
rarely accessed source within themselves and to discover its imperatives for both their 
life and their teaching.  The time, space and occasions to listen to themselves provided 
opportunities for a rediscovery of their own love for their work, for their students, and for 
others in the group with whom they developed relationships. Group participation also 
served to deepen participants’ trust in their own knowledge, intuitions and emotions. 
Because the conversations required deep listening to beliefs, opinions and experiences 
which were at times at variance with one’s own, the domain of exploration into authentic 
selfhood was widened for participants. The group experience also served to strengthen 
participants’ ability to hold tensions which sometimes existed between their own inner 
voice, the voices of others within the group, and the demands of their own subject 
disciplines.  Shasta reported that the inquiry in the group gave her a unique experience 
of this which she had not found elsewhere. 
I suggest that the establishment of trusting relationship in the group prompted a sincere 
interest in hearing the inner voice of others. Furthermore, the implicit belief held by 
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participants in the value that this would have for both the person listening to their own 
voice, and the gift which this voice was for others hearing it, led to deep engagement in 
meetings.  The general atmosphere of hospitality within the group fully supported deep 
listening and discernment of one’s own truths and those of others. Participants reported 
how they particularly saw this as the root of their greater clarity regarding choices made 
on a journey through their vocational and life questions.  This enhanced clarity of 
selfhood became manifest as wider self-knowledge and deeper self-understanding, A 
pivotal development occurred when participants saw how this in turn contributed to 
enjoyment  and sense of fulfilment in the revelation of ones gifts, core strengths and 
values.  
5.1.3 Changes in participants’ perceptions of themselves 
The pleasure derived from clarity of selfhood gained from the exploration of the inward 
journey is known to prompt expression of this in the outer world, as captured in the 
quote by Beuchner as being a  place where ones “deep gladness meets the worlds 
deep need” (Palmer, 2000, p. 75). Literature reviewed in Chapter 2 reported that 
developing a deeper knowledge of the whole self, prompted a readiness to change 
perceptions and develop new ways of thinking. As described in positive psychology this 
can be a gratifying experience and lead to a sense of empowerment where people 
actively seek opportunities to actualize their inner qualities. Thus, knowledge of self can 
increase the willingness to recognise the intersections between oneself and the outer 
world. Consequently expansion of vision occurs, which leads to meeting challenges of 
relationships with self and others in a new and empowered way.  
The experience within the group was that learning which engaged deeper levels of the 
self, including identity and sense of mission, stirred participants to meaningful and 
profound changes in heart, mind and action. For example, Shasta related how she had 
obtained greater clarity regarding her own chosen manner of interactions with students. 
Dabir described how he engaged in the classroom with enriched self-awareness and 
self-assurance which he had not experienced before. He described how he was now 
able to be vulnerable with students without taking away from the rigour of acquiring 
knowledge. Camara reported the satisfaction of knowing a more integrated sense of self 
with acceptance of both his limitations and gifts. All participants reported that learnings 
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of their whole selfhood, in particular affirmed strengths within in them.  They 
demonstrated resourcefulness in finding a range of applicability for using these qualities 
in their personal lives and their professional settings. 
It is in this context that I suggest the communal learning setting with trusted colleagues 
promoted formation and transformation in teachers, which in this sense could be termed 
“peer formation”. There were shining moments in the learning processes for participants 
in which their description of a newfound selfhood shone forth: “I don’t think you I can 
ever estimate what the group actually did for me” [S: 169]. 
5.1.4 Self-perceived changes in participants’ teaching practices 
As mentioned previously, the opportunity for participants to interact openly and honestly 
in genuinely reflective conversations was enjoyed and welcomed as a rare occasion for 
exploration of inwardness. Furthermore, pleasure at being able to offer this opportunity 
to one another in the group was expressed. The application of this experience was also 
evidenced by the manner in which participants described being able to facilitate open, 
honest interactions in their classrooms. Camara and Fronia reported that as a 
consequence of experiencing this in the group, providing a forum within the classroom 
which facilitated open and honest interaction with students had become habitual for 
them. 
Participants also reported becoming more present to students and student-focussed in 
their teaching.  Shasta related that she actively sought interactive feedback from 
students during the teaching process. She reported how through deep reflection and 
self-questioning in the group, she had come to understand her need for control in 
classes. Through developing understanding of her selfhood she recognised why she 
chose to remain with a particular style of classroom management and had become 
more self-assured in using this. Dabir related having an increased capacity to be 
courageous, particularly in the use of new approaches, for example in the use of third 
things in the classroom. He also related cultivating enhanced professional integrity by 
opening himself to feedback from peers, when he shared with colleagues in his 
department, how he was struggling in teaching a particular module. 
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5.1.5 Vocational vitality 
Positive psychology suggests that when people come to know themselves fully they 
gain access to previously unrecognised core qualities strengths and virtues, which they 
become willing to integrate into their life and work (see Section 2.2.1). Williams and 
Power (2010, p. 119)  describe core qualities as being “blends or intersections of three 
elements: thinking (for example clarity, creativity, objectivity); feeling (openness, 
sensitivity, care, compassion); and wanting (strength, commitment, intention, initiative)  
I suggest that evidence of vocational vitality in participants’ descriptions of their core 
qualities, resulted from their exploration of “who it is who teaches”. For example, Fronia 
reported “I am teaching in a stronger way” [F:84].  Shasta related how she found she 
still sensed a renewed passion for her teaching, despite being in the profession for 30 
years and how she was again preparing to teach new entry level students. Camara 
noted that he now, after many years in teaching, experienced a depth of insight into the 
care, creativity and engagement with his students, which he had previously not sensed.   
Despite arriving at the end phase of active years in the classroom, Amon spoke of a 
newfound sense of satisfaction when he viewed his teaching career through the lens of 
newly acquired self-knowledge. Furthermore, this provided him with a renewed sense of 
hope for the teaching profession. Dabir suggested that he had always had a sense of 
vitality about his teaching which had come from mentoring early on in his career. 
However, he ascribed a re-vitalised interest and openness in his teaching, to his 
participation in the group.  
Because this particular group was comprised of experienced teachers, it was not 
unexpected that a renewal of vitality was related to integrating various life experiences 
and included building bridges and connections between ideas from the past which had 
been significant in the teaching careers of participants. This suggests that even for 
experienced teachers, exploration of the selfhood of teachers in genuine reflective 
conversations was both relevant and helpful. 
Furthermore, the descriptions of vitality from participants confirms the understanding of 
Korthagen, that using one’s core qualities also imbues a sense of fulfilment and well-
being in the person who manifests them. Thus, Amon’s remark after teaching for 35 
years, “We have to say, “Guys, teaching is great!” [A:100].   
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5.2 Limitations 
There are two sources of limitations to this study, namely those related to the nature of 
the group which was the focus of the study and those associated with research 
methodology. There are methodological limitations which need to be noted when 
considering the findings and conclusions offered in this study. These include limitations 
associated with the co-created nature of the research and my role as participant-
researcher.   
A phenomenological approach was adopted in this study in order to allow participants to 
freely express themselves with regards to their experience of participation in the group. 
The purpose of the research was not to create generalizable theories, but to provide an 
account where every voice is equally valid. Furthermore, because this study is from an 
interpretative paradigm, I attempted to adequately report the unique voice of each 
participant fully. I recognise that these may not match the experiences of other 
participants, or the shared experience of the group as a whole. I further acknowledge 
that some opinions and perceptions of participants may have been overlooked by the 
choice of themes which were selected for description. 
Any attempt to generalise the results needs to be treated with caution, because 
individual voices should not be overlooked.  Furthermore, the nature and quality of the 
experience which participants in such a group have is highly dependent on the 
composition and shared culture of the group.  
As a “practitioner-researcher”, with an insider view, I might have unduly influenced both 
the collection of data and also the interpretation thereof. This possible limitation was 
counteracted by the use of member-checking of the transcripts of the meetings and 
interviews. Furthermore, participants were invited to review my analysis and 
interpretation of the data in order to guard against the imposition of incorrectly 
construed meanings. Reports of member-checking were described in Section 4.4. 
In an attempt to make my insider view apparent and to bracket my belief and prior 
expectations I described my fore-understanding of the phenomenon in the background 
to the study (Section 1.1). In addition I reported how my spontaneous interest in the 
research topic motivated me to undertake this study and to strengthen a reflexive 
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stance. Furthermore, I have included a personal description of my own experience of   
participation in the group in Section 4.5. This will I hope, serve to provide a balance 
between my perceptions and personal reflections against those of the other participants.  
It needs to be noted that this study emerged from an existing group and the sample was 
self-selected. Therefore, recognition needs to be given to the fact that the invitational 
process in the formation of such a group did not form part of this study. Because of the 
small size of the group, and the relatively uniform cultural background of participants, 
recommendations from the study could be seen to have limited applicability for other 
teachers.  
Throughout the data collection, transcription and analysis stages of the research, the 
need for participant confidentiality and anonymity was considered paramount. In order 
to avoid causing harm to participants, some details in pertinent comments were 
excluded as a result of member-checking. In addition, except to note that the group 
comprised of experienced teachers from different disciplines in a higher education 
institution, limited autobiographical details of participants were included. The exclusion 
of more demographic data may be considered an added limitation to the interpretation 
of data and the descriptions of insights coming from the research. 
Although group meetings were based on a Circles of Trust® approach and the guiding 
principles and practices as described by Chadsey and Jackson (2012) were adopted, as 
Chadsey and Jackson caution “it is the way in which they are held together – in the 
hands of a skilled facilitator that makes this approach distinctive”. The fact therefore, 
that the group did not have a trained facilitator to lead the meetings can be considered a 
limitation. Moreover difficulties which arose and were highlighted, such as the 
frustrations experienced by some participants in a session without clear, structured 
facilitation, need to be seen as unique to this group and not be attributed to the Circles 
of Trust® approach. Perhaps it also needs to be reiterated that the group was not a 
Circle of Trust®, since the Centre for Courage and Renewal has trademarked the name 
and it can only be used by trained Circles of Trust® facilitators.  
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5.3 Recommendations 
The literature suggests that professional learning opportunities which attend to the inner 
life of teachers are relatively limited.  This study brings to the fore the importance of the 
whole person in professional development of teachers. Allowing teachers to tap into 
their values and emotions in positive ways is beneficial and essential if teachers are to 
be empowered and sustained in their practice. 
Arising out of this study I offer the following recommendations: 
 In South Africa greater attention needs to be given to professional development 
programs which focus on the person of the teacher and attend to the teachers’ 
inner landscape. Although education in South Africa has undergone many 
changes in the past two decades, educational innovations have been focused 
elsewhere, such as on addressing issues of as curriculum and assessment (see 
Section 2.4.1)   
 More specifically teachers should be encouraged to form peer groups in which 
structured facilitated conversations can serve as a basis for meaningful teacher 
development. These conversations could be used to reveal core strengths to 
teachers within their deeper selves and, help them to clarify existing personal 
educational philosophies which underpin their work in teaching. Furthermore, this 
could make a meaningful contribution to exposing and addressing unauthentic 
teacher practices and beliefs to teachers from within themselves.   
 Invitations should be extended to organizations such as the Centre for Courage 
and Renewal which focus on personal development of teachers to offer their 
programmes in South Africa. 
 Further research should be conducted into how reflective peer groups which lead 
teachers to recognise their qualities and strengths can support growth of self-
critical awareness and willingness to learn. 
 Further studies should also be done into the use of reflective, collaborative 
groups with a more diverse composition and which extend across various levels 
of education.   
 Although falling outside of the scope of this study, the literature review suggested 
that programmes that focus on the personhood of the teacher may be of value in 
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teacher preparation (see Section 2.5). Therefore, further research to determine 
the value to teacher preparation of programmes, such as the talk group 
described in this study, is recommended. 
5.4 Concluding remarks 
When I look back over the road travelled in this study, certain ideas have prominence in 
my reflections.  My original desire was to promote and facilitate the work of the Centre 
for Courage and Renewal within the higher education institution where I was teaching. 
However, when it became apparent that this was not possible, I began to clarify for 
myself what lay at the root of my interest in finding ways to talk in meaningful ways to 
others in the profession.  The fundamental question at the root of my interest, was what 
would happen if we as teachers were able to break trends towards privatism in our 
teaching, and  talk together about our teaching and more particularly, who we are as 
teachers.  
The initial positive responses received from colleagues, when I explained my desire to 
find a way to make this kind of conversation possible, kept the idea of finding a forum 
for such dialogue alive.  After a period of negotiating and clarifying the goals of such 
dialogue and imagining what conversations of this nature might be like, the “Talk about 
Teaching Group” was formed. 
This thesis has analysed and described the experience of each of the participants and 
the impact of The “Talk about Teaching Group” on their sense of self as a teacher and 
their teaching. Furthermore, two year later, I now know more about what happens, and 
is possible when teachers talk with other teachers. I have emerged from the experience 
of being both a participant and researcher, with new insights, renewed vitality, and 
excited about the possibilities of sharing this experience with other teachers.  
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1:  Informed consent for the use of data recorded in group 
meetings and interviews. 
 
 
 
Dear Group Participant, 
You are being invited to take part in a research study entitled “Teacher Conversations: What happens when 
teachers talk.”  In order for you to make an informed decision regarding participation, it is important for you to 
understand the purpose of the research and what it will entail. Please take time to read the following information 
and do not hesitate to ask for clarity if there is anything that is not clear, or if you would like further information. 
Purpose of the study: 
The aim of this research study is to describe what happens when experienced teachers participate in a 
collaborative, peer group, that dialogues together on “the self that teaches”. 
Data collection for the study is comprised of two phases: 
 The recordings of meetings of the group, which took place before the formal research 
study was begun, will be transcribed and analysed, in order to discover what 
information, opinions and beliefs were exchanged among participants, with a view to 
describing the shared culture of the group. 
 Semi-structured, interviews will be conducted with willing participants, by the 
researcher, in order to explore themes regarding their experience of the group 
meetings and the kind of transformations which took place, as a result of their 
participation in the group. 
 
You are being formally asked for written permission to use the transcripts of group meetings and being invited to 
participate in the second phase of the study. 
TEACHER CONVERSATIONS: 
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN TEACHERS TALK 
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The research forms the basis of a Masters study in the Faculty of Education of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University (NMMU). It is hoped that the findings from the study will inform an understanding of the self-
perceived experience of dialogue in a reflective, peer group whose exploration of teaching encourages 
teachers to speak about, “who we are” as teachers.  It may provide valuable insights of the personal and 
professional transformations which take place for South African teachers participating in conversations of 
this nature. Furthermore the study could inform South African professional development programmes for 
teachers at all levels, aimed at teacher renewal and vitality. 
Processes and procedures: 
You are requested to be available for an interview with me, the researcher for phase two of the study. The 
interview will last about an hour and will be conducted face-to-face at a mutually agreed upon location. 
With your permission the interviews will be digitally recorded and later transcribed for the purpose of 
analysis. You will also be invited to review interview transcripts for accuracy. I will also request that you 
comment on my summary and analysis of your interview, and seek your agreement on my 
understandings. This is in order to validate my interpretations and to ensure, where possible, that my own 
bias is not in any way, unduly distorting my interpretation. It will also be an opportunity for you to screen 
the analysis for any features, which you feel may lead to you being deductively identified in the report, 
and thus having your confidentiality breached. These will be removed subject to your satisfaction.  
Benefits: 
Although, no direct benefit, either monetary or resulting from the experience itself, is offered or guaranteed, it is 
my hope, that our conversation will be mutually meaningful and enjoyable. Participation in the interviews will 
therefore provide you with the opportunity to reflect on your experience of the “talk about teaching” group and 
deepen your self-understanding of the impacts that participation in the group has had. 
 
Confidentiality: 
All information gathered during this study will remain confidential, and will be stored in a password-protected 
computer throughout the course of the research, and beyond. In order to protect participants’ identities I will use 
pseudonyms, and only I will have access to information that could connect responses to participants. All 
recordings and other data will be securely retained for five years after completion of the study, after which they 
will be destroyed. 
 
Withdrawal without prejudice:  
Participation in this study is voluntary; you always have the option of not answering any questions that might 
make you feel uncomfortable or withdrawing from the interview or research process at any point. 
Ethical approval: 
Ethical approval for this study has been obtained from the NMMU’s Research Ethics Committee (Human) 
(REC-H) and the Faculty of Education’ Research, Technology and Innovations Committee.  Ref No H12-EDU-
ERE-030. 
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If you are willing to participate, I ask that you please complete and return the attached consent form, and I will 
contact you as soon as is possible to confirm your participation and arrange for the interview. 
 
Many thanks 
 
 
Clara Klitsie 
Principal Researcher and MEd Student 
Education Department 
NMMU 
Dr J McFarlane 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Education  
NMMU 
 
clara,klitsie@nmmu.ac.za      
 
 
johann@gcex.org  
 
 
041-5041138  
 
 
042-2932873  
 
 
 0733556849 
 
 0845200312 
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Appendix 2: Participant consent form - use of recorded material 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Faculty of Education 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
Tel: (041) 504-4212 
Fax: (041) 504-2744 
Email of researcher: clara.klitsie@nmmu.ac.za  
 
Date: ____________________________ 
 
Ref: H12-EDU-ERE-030 
Contact person: Clara Klitsie 
 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
I, ………………………………………… , identity number ……………………………… , hereby confirm 
consent that material recorded from conversations of which I was a participant in the talk about teaching 
group, may be used to form part of a study, entitled: “Teacher Conversations: What happens when teachers 
talk.”, undertaken by Clara Klitsie (principal investigator) in the Faculty of Education at the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University.  
 
I have read the information sheet and the following aspects of the study have been explained to me, the 
participant: 
 
1. The aim of the study is to describe and analyse what happens when experienced teachers use a 
format to guide reflection and dialogue in a collaborative, peer groupon “the self that teaches”. 
2. My confidentiality will be ensured as no names or other identifying features will be divulged or 
published. 
3. I will be invited to review all transcripts, summaries and analyses arising from the interview in order 
to validate the accuracy of transcripts and the researcher’s interpretation thereof. I will also be free 
to request that any features which may lead to divulgence of my identity be removed. 
4. I am participating voluntarily and no pressure has been exerted on me to consent to participate.   
5. I understand that this consent form is not a contract and I am free to withdraw from participation in 
the study at any time in the research process. 
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6. Participation in the study will not result in any cost to me.  
 
I, ……………………………………………… , hereby voluntarily consent to participate in the study.  
 
Signed and confirmed at ……………………………………………… on ………………………….. 2012. 
 
______________________       ________________________        _________________________ 
 (Interviewee)                     (Principal Investigator)                     (Witness)  
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Appendix 3: Participant consent form - interview with researcher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Department of Education 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
Tel: (041) 504-4212 
Fax: (041) 504-2744 
Email of researcher: clara.klitsie@nmmu.ac.za 
 
 
Date: ____________________________ 
 
Ref:H12-EDU-ERE-030 
Contact person: Clara Klitsie 
 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
I, ………………………………………… , identity number ……………………………… , hereby confirm my 
participation in the interviews which form part of a study, entitled: “Teacher Conversations: What happens 
when teachers talk.”, undertaken by Clara Klitsie (principal investigator) in the Faculty of Education at the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University.  
 
I have read the information sheet and the following aspects of the study have been explained to me, the 
participant: 
 
1. The aim of the study is to describe and analyse what happens when experienced teachers use a 
format to guide reflection and dialogue in a collaborative, peer group, on “the self that 
teaches”. 
2. My participation in the study will involve an interview with the researcher. 
3. My confidentiality will be ensured as no names or other identifying features will be divulged or 
published. 
4. I will be invited to review all transcripts, summaries and analyses arising from the interview in order 
to validate the accuracy of transcripts and the researcher’s interpretation thereof. I will also be free 
to request that any features which may lead to divulgence of my identity be removed. 
5. I am participating voluntarily and no pressure has been exerted on me to consent to participate.   
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6. I understand that this consent form is not a contract and I am free to withdraw from participation in 
the study at any time in the research process. 
7. Participation in the study will not result in any cost to me.  
 
I, ……………………………………………… , hereby voluntarily consent to participate in the study.  
 
Signed and confirmed at ……………………………………………… on ………………………….. 2012. 
 
______________________       ________________________        _________________________ 
(Interviewee)                  (Principal Investigator)                     (Witness)  
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Appendix 4: Interview themes 
 
What was the experience of veteran teachers who participated in a collaborative 
reflective peer group which used a semi-structured format to guide reflections 
focusing on “who it is that teaches”? 
To this end the study will seek to explore the following themes in semi-structured 
questions during one-on-one interviews: 
  What has been your experience of participation in the “talk about 
teaching” group? 
 What aspect of the talk about teaching group was most helpful to you? 
 What aspect of the talk about teaching group did you find unhelpful? 
 What changes can you identify in your perception of yourself as a teacher 
related to your participation in the group? 
 What changes can you describe in your perception of your teaching 
practice related to your participation in the group? 
 What personal or professional changes, if any, do you ascribe to  
conversations in the “talk about teaching” group? 
 [Explaining Kunzman’s definition of “teacher vitality” - the capacity to 
remain vital, present and deeply connected, which is also described as a 
teachers ability to be engrossed, purposeful and tuned-in]. 
 How would you describe the impact of group participation on this sense 
of yourself as a teacher?    
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Appendix 5: Code book for thematic analysis 
 
Code-Filter: All 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
HU: group meetings analysis 31Jan1 
File:  [C:\Users\Clara\Documents\Masters Research\thesis wo...\group meetings analysis 31Jan1.hpr7] 
Edited by: Super 
Date/Time: 2013-12-07 11:37:07 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
1 - changes not made 
1 change related to other practices 
1 exp of change to teach pract - compassion 
1 exp of part 
1 exp of part- touchstones 
1 exp of part -  narratives 
1 exp of part - attend to person 
1 exp of part - challenging 
1 exp of part - clearness 
1 exp of part - composition of group 
1 exp of part - connect with self 
1 exp of part - depth of conn with others 
1 exp of part - devel rel 
1 exp of part - diff to other groups 
1 exp of part - gen value of it 
1 exp of part - introd to meetings 
1 exp of part - linked to other developments and people's influence 
1 exp of part - listening 
1 exp of part - longed for 
1 exp of part - loyalty being part of group 
1 exp of part - name of the group 
1 exp of part - own children teachers 
1 exp of part - ownership 
1 exp of part - Palmer 
1 exp of part - reflective nature 
1 exp of part - retreat exp 
1 exp of part - safety 
1 exp of part - setting 
1 exp of part - silences 
1 exp of part - spiritual 
1 exp of part - supportive 
1 exp of part - time 
1 exp of part - true self 
1 exp of part - trust 
1 exp of part - use of art, metaphor, poems, questions.. 
1 exp of part - use of poetry 
1 exp of part - vulnerablility 
1 exp of part  - different levels of connect 
1 helpful 
1 helpful - devel dyadic rel 
1 helpful - retreat type exp 
1 helpful - settings for meetings 
1 helpful  - deep connections 
1 pers  changes to self as teacher 
1 pers change as formation 
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1 pers changes in self awarenesses 
1 pers changes to teach prac 
1 pers changes to teach prac- experiment 
1 pers of change - as difficult 
1 pers of change - as transformation 
1 pers of change - authenticity 
1 pers of change - benefits for student learning 
1 pers of change - identity 
1 pers of change - integrity 
1 pers of change - rel between teaching and learning 
1 pers of change - vocation 
1 pers of changes - being - presence 
1 pers of changes - due to 
1 pers of changes - unders of self 
1 pers of changes pers/prof - integ wholenss 
1 pers of changes to pers/prof 
1 pers of changes to pers/prof- internal shift 
1 pers of source of empowerment to change 
1 teacher vitality 
1 teaching - enjoyment 
1 teaching - passion 
1 teaching  - love 
1 unhelpful 
Attendance info 
belief 
belief-clarificat 
belief-mistaken beliefs- teaching 
belief-source joy of teach 
belief - of self 
beliefs  - theory - explanation 
beliefs and info - relationship /teach theory 
c of trust-attend to inner teach 
c of trust-consider poss to be refreshed 
c of trust-fully present 
c of trust-learn honest open questions 
c of trust-listen to silence 
c of trust-no fixing,giving advice,setting straight 
c of trust-part is an invite 
c of trust-presume and extend welcome 
c of trust-turn to wonder 
changes of pers/prof nature 
clarif- supportive mirroring 
clarif- topic quest-not emotionally charged 
clarif-brave counterflow statement 
clarif-fixing/invading 
clarif-relevance-of story to topic 
clarif-self talk 
clarif-topic quest - is emot charged 
clarif - affirm others comment 
clarif - deepening for original speaker 
clarif - non judgemental 
clarif - question 
clarif - reflect statement 
clarif - respectful disagree 
clarif - summation of stories 
clarif - supportive mirroring 
clarif -checking with  re-statements 
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clarifi-topic question 
Comment-Emotional hosp 
content prompt for meetings 
description of exp of meetings 
Exp of part 
expereince 
experience gratitude feelings for process 
extra mat-movie clips 
extra materials- content for sharing 
extra materials-comments on 
facilitation- rotation 
facilitation-group resp,  flexible 
facilitation - control of group 
facilitation - exp comments on plan 
facilitation - shared in the group 
facilitatory opening statement 
group culture - description 
group inquiry mode - with conseq for teaching prac 
group reflects back to  speaker 
growth of true self - feedback 
growth of true self - the path 
growth of true self  - in others 
honesty 
humour- self depreciating 
humour - content of story 
humour - others to speaker 
idea's from PP 
info-ideas for teaching aids/ topics 
invitation to reflection 
laughter-changing depth 
laughter - tension 
naming- address to specific person 
opinion 
opinion- entry level teach 
opinion- own teaching prac 
opinion-authors 
opinion-gen -teach pract 
pause (longer than 5 seconds) 
pause (shorter) 
pers reflec - deeper revelation 
pers reflec - insights into self 
pers reflec - personal growth 
pers reflec - self reflect - change 
pers reflec - self talk 
pers reflect- change-teaching prac 
pers reflect- early linked to earlier / later 
pers reflect- feelings told 
pers reflect- own  vulnerablitiy 
pers reflect- self awareness 
pers reflect-regret 
pers reflect - empowerment 
pers reflect - feelings emot honest 
pers reflect - who you are as a teach 
pers reflect -deepening meaning 
pers reflect -insight from compar story 
pers reflection- on facilit exp 
prac dymn-frequency of meet 
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prac dymn-ind theme build Amon 
prac dymn-ind theme build Dabir 
prac dymn-profile of part 
prac dymn-theme deepening 
prac dymn-third th activities 
prac dynm- housekeeping 
prac dynm-4th session style -no clear facil 
prac dynm-creating safe space 
prac dynm-end of meet plan, facil, topic, date 
prac dynm-ind theme build Camara 
prac dynm-introd 
prac dynm-length of meet 
prac dynm-prep talk 
prac dynm-prior reflection 
prac dynm-prof intimacy 
prac dynm-reminder ground rules 
prac dynm - link with previous told ... 
prac dynm - mirth at self reflect 
prac dynm -address to  specific member 
prac dynm -Theme 
pract dymn-change in depth 
pract dymn-change in width 
pract dymn-change to further deepening 
pract dymn - descrip of group for new member 
pract dynm-discuss-length of meeting 
pract dynm-meeting attend 
pract dynm-meeting theme 
pract dynm - introd time free talk 
pract dynm - plan,meeting topic ques 
question-inviting more participation 
Question - not open honest 
question - open honest 
recording of meetings 
reflect on big story 
reflect on big story - multiple 
resonance - from story teller with self 
resonance - with  story teller 
role model teacher who had struggles 
self-restraint support by other member 
self restraint 
share exp- classroom manag practices 
share exp- difficult  classroom moments 
share exp- teaching-openness of topic 
share exp-change - teaching pract 
share exp-neg role models 
share exp-satisfact teaching moments 
sharing - books 
silence - comments 
story-big 
story-contradictory 
story-of big impact 
story-unreflected 
story - parallel 
story - very powerful teacher example 
story -small 
story  - long ago 
story(big) with linkages 
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storyteller of depth 
storyteller of width 
summary  statement - by facilit 
summary statements - group member not facil 
talk in dyad 
Third th-Amon quote 
third th-Camara quote 
third th-Dabir 
third th-Fronia 
third th-Moran quote 
topic-authenticity 
topic-care in teaching 
topic-conflicting values with colleagues 
topic-critical consciousness 
topic-describing complexity 
topic-frustrations 
topic-integrity 
topic-joys of teaching 
topic-loneliness 
topic-power of being 
topic-purpose of the group 
topic-self revelation in trusting environ 
topic-selfacceptance 
topic-selfawareness 
topic-selfknowledge 
topic-sense of vocation 
topic-significant horizons 
topic-source of colourful vitality 
topic-true self 
topic-trusting environment 
topic - example of growth in empowerment 
topic - vulnerability 
training to hear inner voice 
turn taking with respectful pauses 
turn taking without  pauses 
 
